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In the midst of growing inequality and persistent marginalization in the U.S., this project 
investigates the role of one institution, religion, in combatting or perpetuating inequality. I 
investigate religious rhetoric on race and homosexuality using qualitative coding methods on two 
samples of sermons, or the weekly messages clergy share from the pulpit. In the first paper, I 
analyze the responses of Charlottesville clergy to the 2017 white supremacist rally. Overall, 
clergy’s sermons following the Unite the Right rally demonstrate racial frameworks that 
downplay the relevance of structural and historical factors in shaping racial divisions today, 
keeping racism grounded at the individual, interpersonal, and other-worldly levels. The second 
sample is composed of sermons from United Methodist (UMC) congregations following their 
2019 denominational vote to maintain their prohibitions of same sex marriage and the ordination 
of openly gay and lesbian people to the clergy. In the second paper, I investigate how UMC 
clergy’s responses to the UMC decision reflect prophetic concerns, such as the ongoing 
marginalization of LGBTQ people, and pragmatic concerns related to denominational and 
congregational unity. In the final paper, I use the same set of UMC sermons to focus on a 
distinctive subsample that openly defies the rules of the denomination related to same sex 
marriage and LGBTQ ordination. In both the second and third papers, we see concern for 
LGBTQ people in the midst of a contentious denominational vote as well as clergy navigating 
their role as organizational leaders responsible for maintaining legitimacy and organizational 
stability. My analyses across these three papers demonstrate that many clergy discuss racism and 
LGBTQ exclusion in their sermons, but not necessarily in ways that may shape individual 
 iv 
attitudes. Religious rhetoric has implications beyond religious organizations, and understanding 
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 In the U.S., trends such as increasing inequality (Chetty et al. 2017), persistent racial 
divisions (Bonilla-Silva 2018), and deepening political polarization (DellaPosta 2020) are 
pressing social challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic made it clear that marginalized groups, 
particularly people of color, fare worse in virus outbreaks because of structural barriers across a 
range of institutions (American Sociological Association 2020). Despite the legalization of same 
sex marriage, debates over anti-discrimination policies for LGBTQ people show that LGBTQ 
people are still fighting for inclusion and equity (Doan, Loehr, and Miller 2014). In response to 
these persistent challenges, to what extent are social institutions and elites resisting or 
perpetuating marginalization and inequality? 
 With this backdrop of growing inequality and persistent marginalization, this project 
investigates the role of one particular institution: religion. Religious values are often tossed 
around in social debates, whether to call for America to reclaim religious worldviews and live 
into its identity as a (white) Christian nation (Whitehead and Perry 2020) or to motivate work by 
religious organizations to support undocumented migrants (Yukich 2013). How does religion 
both perpetuate marginalization and combat inequality? 
 Historically, religious organizations and values have been used in a range of ways that 
are complicit with, or fundamental to, marginalization and oppression. Religious beliefs have 
been used to justify and maintain slavery and to oppose immigrants, particularly those who were 
non-white and Catholic (Butler 2021; Pearce and Gilliland 2020). Despite some progress toward 
integration, the vast majority of religious organizations have been and remain segregated by race 
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(Dougherty, Chaves, and Emerson 2020). In many religious organizations, women and LGBTQ 
people are not allowed to lead congregations (Whitehead 2013), adding a moral basis for gender 
and sexual inequality. Most recently, white evangelical religious values and symbols were used 
to motivate political violence in the 2021 Capitol insurrection (Manseau 2021; Simon and Sidner 
2021), and anecdotal evidence suggests religious communities are sites in which misinformation 
and conspiracy theories are spread (Mortada, Martin, and Hamby 2021). In all of these ways, 
religion is tied to ongoing social divisions and the exclusion of marginalized groups. 
 At the same time, however, religion has operated against oppression and in support of 
marginalized communities. Black Protestant churches have historically played a prophetic role in 
speaking out against inequality, particularly during the civil rights movement (Lincoln and 
Mamiya 1990; Sawyer 2001). Mainline Protestant clergy have also prioritized social justice 
issues, including welfare reform, civil rights, and the need for social transformation at a 
structural level (Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997; Lichterman and Williams 2017). 
Catholic nuns in the U.S. today have led political lobbying campaigns to call for more funding 
for struggling families (Braunstein 2017). 
 These examples suggest multiple ways religion is associated with trends in inequality and 
social divisions. Within religious congregations, for example, the site at which most religious 
activities occur (Ammerman 2005; Chaves 2004), there is a similarly mixed picture. During the 
1950s, progressive white clergy promoted peaceful integration in their communities, but they 
were quieter on racial justice when speaking to their congregations (Campbell and Pettigrew 
1959). Some congregations have intentionally sought to bridge racial divisions, but in multiracial 
congregations, white attendees still have greater power in shaping the norms and decisions of the 
congregation (Edwards 2008). In the same way, some congregations practice full inclusion of 
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LGBTQ people, but they remain hesitant to make a public statement of their support of LGBTQ 
people (Whitehead 2017). Across these examples, how do we make sense of the multiple ways 
religion combats and reproduces inequality and marginalization today? 
 One way to begin to answer this question is to investigate the rhetoric of religious leaders 
on social issues. In this project, I focus specifically on the messages clergy share with their 
congregations. Religious elites quoted in news accounts offer one set of religious voices, but 
analyzing weekly sermons captures a broader set of religious leaders who have a more direct 
relationship with religious attendees. Across religious traditions, sermons are almost universal in 
typical weekly worship services (Chaves and Eagle 2015). For the approximately 40% of 
Americans likely to attend religious services in a given week (Pearce and Gilliland 2020), clergy 
speech within worship services is one of the most consistent times to hear messages from 
religious leaders. 
 Each week during worship services, clergy have the opportunity to share messages with 
their congregations. As religious leaders, clergy carry religious authority and “the force of moral 
suasion” (Djupe and Friesen 2018; Olson 2002:58). Sermons represent “moral text” and can 
contribute to the moral beliefs and values of their congregations (Djupe and Friesen 2018; 
Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009:1038). Sermons span a range of topics, including social and 
political issues, and clergy use the authority of religious texts and traditions to connect religious 
values to current issues and events (Djupe and Friesen 2018; Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 
1997). When clergy use the pulpit for a “prophetic” discussion of a social issue, they are often 
doing so in the interest of persuading listeners and influencing the attitudes of their listeners 
(Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; Djupe and Gilbert 2003). 
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 Though the opportunity is available, not all clergy opt for social and political speech in 
their sermons. In fact, previous analyses of clergy speech on political issues have concluded 
“most pulpits are silent” (Stark et al. 1971:95). One of the main barriers to clergy engagement 
with social issues from the pulpit is the potential responses of their congregants. Clergy can be 
prophetic actors speaking about social issues, but they are also organizational leaders responsible 
for maintaining stability in their congregations (Calfano, Oldmixon, and Gray 2014; Djupe and 
Gilbert 2008). In the aftermath of increased engagement of progressive clergy in the civil rights 
movement, scholars identified a growing tension between the conservative people in the pews 
and their liberal, politically active clergy (Hadden 1969). This tension contributes to the silence 
of many clergy who are hesitant to speak out if they expected a backlash from their congregation 
(Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; Hadden 1969; Quinley 1974; Stark et al. 1971). Scholars find 
that clergy continue to discuss controversial issues from the pulpit despite these concerns (Djupe 
and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997), but threats to membership and the financial stability of their 
congregation remain important in shaping clergy political activity (Calfano et al. 2014; Djupe 
and Gilbert 2008). 
To better capture the voices of religious leaders today on important social issues, this 
dissertation investigates the following questions: 1) How do U.S. clergy respond to community 
and denominational conflicts over issues that reflect social, theological, and political concerns? 
2) What do sermons tell us about the frameworks clergy use to discuss race and homosexuality? 
3) What does the content of sermons tell us about whether the pulpit is a site for moral and 
political speech or is largely quiet?  
In this project, I investigate clergy speech on race and homosexuality using two samples 
of sermons. The first sample is a collection of sermons from Charlottesville, VA clergy 
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following the white supremacist protests in August 2017. The second sample is composed of 
sermons from United Methodist (UMC) congregations following their 2019 denominational 
decision to maintain their prohibitions of same sex marriage and the ordination of openly gay 
and lesbian people to the clergy.  
These two events, the Charlottesville rally and the UMC denominational vote, are 
compelling cases because they reflect two different issues and two different sites of conflict. The 
first case is a community issue related to racism. Clergy are embedded within their local 
communities, and they are likely to speak out in response to community issues, especially when 
they perceive they have a unique perspective to share with their communities (Djupe and Gilbert 
2003; Djupe and Olson 2007; Niles 2007; Sokhey 2007). Progressive activism among white 
clergy was reinvigorated during the civil rights movement (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959), and 
white evangelical Protestants prioritized racial reconciliation in recent decades (Emerson and 
Smith 2001), demonstrating racism is a salient concern for clergy. In the second case, clergy are 
responding to a denominational vote on homosexuality. Mainline Protestants have a long history 
of debating homosexuality at the denominational level (Cadge 2002; Olson, Djupe, and Cadge 
2011). For clergy affiliated with denominations, as in the case of UMC clergy, clergy are 
accountable to denominational policies but also willing to speak up when they disagree 
(Ammerman 1990, 2005). Clergy recognize that debates over homosexuality threaten 
denominational unity (Olson and Cadge 2002), so denominational conflicts contribute to how 
clergy think about and discuss LGBTQ inclusion. Both community and denominational contexts 
are relevant in shaping clergy public speech, and these cases focus on two issues that are tied to 
long histories of clergy engagement. 
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For the Charlottesville project, paper 1, I have collected 87 sermons from 38 
congregations in the weeks surrounding the protests. Scholars have studied individual-level 
racial attitudes by religious affiliation and found support for largely individualistic 
understandings of race and racism (Cobb 2014; Cobb et al. 2015; Emerson and Smith 2001). 
Other work has asked clergy if they have spoken about civil rights or affirmative action from the 
pulpit (Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997), but it has not investigated the content of their 
speech. The messages clergy share about racism and racial divisions in the U.S. are important to 
our understanding of how clergy promote individualistic or structural racial ideologies. Racial 
inequality in the U.S. is rooted in historical and institutional racism, so keeping discussions of 
racism solely at the individual level hinders our ability to address racial inequality. How did 
Charlottesville clergy respond to the racist protests in their community, and what do their 
responses tell us about the frameworks clergy use to discuss, or avoid, racism and racial 
inequality from the pulpit? 
The second and third papers use a national sample of 455 sermons collected from 159 
UMC congregations from the weeks surrounding their denominational vote in February 2019. In 
the second paper, I investigate how clergy responses to the denominational vote reflect clergy 
taking a stand in defense of LGBTQ people while balancing concerns for organizational 
maintenance. Historically, clergy have filled the role of “prophetic” actors both within and 
outside of their congregations by speaking out on social issues (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; 
Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997). At the same time, though, organizational concerns 
mentioned above can constrain the voice of clergy, pushing them to “pragmatically” offer 
multiple perspectives to avoid alienating attendees who have different views (Djupe and Calfano 
2012; Djupe and Neiheisel 2008; Djupe and Olson 2013; Olson and Cadge 2002). Following this 
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decision, how did clergy respond to the UMC’s decision and discuss homosexuality: with a 
prophetic voice supporting LGBTQ inclusion and opposing the denomination, or with a 
pragmatic response that prioritized denominational and congregational stability? 
In the third paper, I analyze a subset of the UMC sample that explicitly mention they will 
reject the policies of the UMC by marrying and ordaining LGBTQ people. When congregations 
disagree with denominational decisions, they typically have the options of speaking out against 
the decision or leaving the denomination (Ammerman 1990; Hirschman 1970). In this case, 
though, we see clergy who both reject denominational rules but intend to remain within the 
UMC. Their rule-breaking threatens their legitimacy and requires clergy to demonstrate the 
rightness of their actions in other ways. How do clergy draw on other authority sources to justify 
their decision to defy denominational authority and policies in support of LGBTQ inclusion? 
In sum, these projects investigate the messages U.S. religious attendees hear in weekly 
religious services on issues that are divisive and tied to inequality by race and sexuality. By 
analyzing the content of clergy messages, we are better able to understand how religious 
organizations, beliefs, and rhetoric can reproduce and combat social divisions and inequality. 
This project contributes to the sociology of religion by analyzing the role of clergy as political 
actors and the shifting organizational dynamics between clergy, congregations, and 
denominations. By selecting cases that are directly related to issues of racial divisions and 
LGBTQ inclusion, these analyses also enable us to understand religious messages on issues that 
have consequences for social stratification. Religious rhetoric has implications beyond religious 
organizations (Wuthnow 2011). Therefore, understanding religious messages about race and 
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On August 11, 2017, an interfaith prayer service took place near the University of 
Virginia’s campus in Charlottesville, VA in anticipation of a rally planned for the next day 
(Suarez 2017). Outside of this service, a group of white men began marching through UVA’s 
campus with tiki torches chanting “You will not replace us” (Spencer and Stolberg 2017). As a 
mainline Protestant pastor who was present described it,  
The energy in that room, in that joyous gathering, several hundred strong, had shifted 
from a joyous, passionate worship of the living God, a celebration of power and love over 
hate, to a pensive, fear-filled, shallow-breathed, clenched moment. Who has words for 
this kind of experience? And that was only Friday night. (4, Mainline Protestant, 8/13/17) 
 
White nationalists had gathered in Charlottesville to protest the removal of a Robert E. Lee 
statue, and they were confronted by counter-protesters, including local and out-of-town religious 
leaders (Jenkins 2017). The “Unite the Right” rally held on Saturday, August 12 ended with 
thirty people injured and the deaths of three people, including one counter-protester killed by a 
car attack in downtown Charlottesville (Stolberg and Rosenthal 2017). 
The presence of clergy members at a counter-protest of white supremacists may have 
surprised some, but their response is consistent with a long history of clergy political activity on 
race (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; Chappell 2004; Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Findlay 1993; Guth 
et al. 1997; Morris 1996; Niles 2007; Sokhey 2007). Most notably, Black clergy and white 
mainline Protestant clergy were active in the Civil Rights Movement (Campbell and Pettigrew 
1959; Chappell 2004; Findlay 1993; Morris 1996), and clergy have responded to racial violence 
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in their local communities (Niles 2007; Sokhey 2007). Though they have prioritized different 
solutions to racism, namely relationship-building rather than political activism, white evangelical 
Protestants have also made racial reconciliation a priority in recent decades (Allen 2000; 
Edwards 2014; Emerson and Smith 2001). Across these examples, there are nods to concerns for 
racial reconciliation and racial justice within religious communities, but it remains to be seen in 
what ways and to what extent congregations and religious leaders act on that concern. When 
faced with white supremacists in their city and overt racism, how did clergy respond? 
In the U.S. today, dominant racial ideologies downplay race and racism as causes of the 
persistent racial inequalities today (Bonilla-Silva 2018; Doane 2014). Americans generally agree 
overt forms of racism are wrong, and racist incidents can be quickly addressed by condemning 
extremist individuals as isolated cases (Doane 2017). By refusing to discuss race and racism as 
they persist today, particularly at the structural and institutional levels, colorblind ideologies 
uphold the status quo – in this case, white supremacy (Bonilla-Silva 2018; Burke 2017; Doane 
2017; Mueller 2017). How do the messages shared about race in religious communities reflect 
and/or differ from dominant racial ideologies that downplay racial divisions and emphasize 
individual-level causes and solutions? 
To analyze the messages religious leaders share about race, I selected a relevant “racial 
event,” or a public issue that makes racism highly visible and sparks discourse about race (Doane 
2017). Previous research shows that clergy talk about social and political issues from the pulpit 
(Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997), but we know little about the content of their 
messages. Specifically, I investigate the responses of local clergy to the Unite the Right Rally in 
Charlottesville, VA in August 2017. By analyzing sermons directly, we can investigate 1) how 
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clergy talk about race; 2) whether clergy draw upon individualistic or structural racial 
frameworks; 3) to what extent clergy messages vary by religious tradition. 
I have collected a sample of 87 sermons from 38 congregations located in Charlottesville, 
VA (out of a population of 112 congregations). To analyze how clergy respond to this specific 
incident, I focus on three dates: August 13, 2017 (one day after the protests), August 20, 2017 (a 
week later), and August 12, 2018 (the one-year anniversary of the protests). Most of the available 
sermons come from Christian congregations that are likely predominantly white, so these results 
best capture how predominantly white Christian religious leaders discuss race and racism with a 
mostly white audience. In my analysis, I find clergy discussions of race do not vary in 
predictable ways according to religious tradition, and the types of explanations include 
individualistic, other-worldly, and, to a lesser extent, structural frameworks regarding racial 
divisions. The lack of a coherent rhetoric on structural solutions to racism likely reflects and 
contributes to individualistic explanations of racism in the population as a whole, and 
particularly for white Christian groups. Religious organizations have the potential to offer moral 
rhetoric that could help to reduce racism and inequality (Brown, Kaiser, and Jackson 2014; Stark 
et al. 1971). By downplaying the persistence of racism and promoting individual rather than 
structural understandings, religious rhetoric from the pulpit instead represents an important 
contributor to dominant racial ideologies that uphold white supremacy and racial inequities.  
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Racial Ideologies and Religion 
Racial ideologies refer to the frameworks, ways of speaking, and stories that are used to 
“explain and justify (dominant race) or challenge (subordinate race or races) the racial status 
quo” (Bonilla-Silva 2018:9). Hegemonic ideologies are rooted in racialized social structures and 
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serve the interests of the dominant group (Bonilla-Silva 1997, 2018; Doane 2017; Golash-Boza 
2016). Fundamentally, racial ideologies contribute ideas regarding race and its relevance for 
social life (Bonilla-Silva 2018; Doane 2017).  
In the U.S., the dominant racial ideology is colorblind racism, or attributing racial 
inequality to supposedly nonracial factors, such as cultural differences or individual preferences 
(Bonilla-Silva 2018). According to this ideology, continuing to cite race as a cause of inequality 
perpetuates racial divisions, so the solutions to racial inequality should not include racialized 
solutions such as affirmative action. This ideology minimizes our ability to talk about race and 
reproduces racial inequality by making it appear natural (Bonilla-Silva 2018). Additionally, 
citing individual choices and nonracial factors prevents people from recognizing the structural 
and historical factors that maintain racial divisions and racial inequality today (Bobo 1991; 
Doane 2014; Mueller 2017).  
One site in which racial ideologies are shared are religious organizations. Religion offers 
a set of beliefs and schemas that can be transposed into racial ideologies (Emerson and Smith 
2001). Racial ideologies are contextually dependent, so institutions and organizations play a key 
role in amplifying and adapting existing ideologies (Burke and McDowell 2020; Doane 2017; 
Ray 2019). Despite some integration in recent decades, the vast majority of religious 
organizations are racially segregated (Chaves and Eagle 2015; Dougherty, Chaves, and Emerson 
2020; Edwards 2008), contributing to different racial frameworks across predominantly white 
and Black religious communities. Current work on white evangelical Protestant support for 
Christian nationalism demonstrates how religious and racial ideologies are powerful in 
contributing to individual-level attitudes on a range of outcomes, from political candidates to 
vaccine refusal (Whitehead and Perry 2020a, 2020b).  
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According to Emerson and Smith (2001), white evangelicals have both a religious and 
cultural toolkit of individualism and relationalism that shapes their frameworks regarding racial 
issues in the U.S. For white evangelicals, racial problems in America stem from prejudiced 
individuals at an individual and interpersonal level. As a result, white evangelicals believe the 
solutions to racial divisions are to hold themselves accountable for their prejudices and to form 
relationships with people of color, rather than any kind of structural solution (Cobb 2014; 
Emerson and Smith 2001). By offering individual-level causes and solutions, this toolkit places 
racism squarely at the level of individuals and ignores how racism and racial inequality persist at 
structural and institutional levels (Emerson and Smith 2001).  
Religious ideologies are relevant because they contribute to how individuals explain and 
offer solutions for racial inequality. In contrast to white evangelicals, mainline Protestants and 
Catholics are expected to hold more communitarian attitudes toward race that emphasize social 
justice (Brown et al. 2014; Edgell and Tranby 2007; Hinojosa and Park 2004; Taylor and Merino 
2011b). Some research analyses continue to document the distinctiveness of white evangelicals 
(Cobb 2014; Taylor and Merino 2011a), but others find a more generic white Christian effect: 
white Christians as a whole less frequently cite structural explanations for racial inequality as 
compared to unaffiliated whites (Hinojosa and Park 2004), white non-Christians, and non-white 
individuals (Jones 2020; Taylor and Merino 2011b). Taken altogether, these analyses 
demonstrate the role of religion in shaping racial attitudes, but they offer mixed evidence for 
whether or not to expect variation by religious tradition. 
Additionally, one puzzling aspect of analyses of individual-level racial attitudes is the 
disconnect between explanations of and solutions to racial inequality. In cases where there is 
little support for structural explanations of racial inequality, it is not surprising to see minimal 
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support for structural solutions (Frost and Edgell 2017; Taylor and Merino 2011b). In other 
cases, religion variables were significantly associated with some of the explanations for racial 
inequality but not with any of the available solutions (Edgell and Tranby 2007; Hinojosa and 
Park 2004). These discrepancies call into question the discourse and racial frameworks shared 
within religious communities that may contribute to religious variation in racial attitudes (Edgell 
and Tranby 2007; Taylor and Merino 2011a, 2011b). 
Analyzing religious messages on race is important because one way racial ideologies are 
shared and evolve is through discourse about race in public and private life (Doane 2014, 2017). 
Racial discourse “serves as the link between macro-level racial ideologies and the micro-level 
understandings of groups and individuals” (Doane 2014:16).  Because racial ideologies are fluid 
and can evolve over time in response to changing social and political circumstances, analyzing 
racial ideologies following salient “racial events” allows us to investigate how racial ideologies 
are used across different contexts and in different moments (Doane 2017). For example, in the 
wake of Hurricane Katrina, news coverage began with explicit discussions of racial inequality, 
highlighting the disproportionate devastation for Black residents. However, news coverage then 
shifted toward non-racial causes of the differential impacts, such as government incompetence or 
the choices of poor Black people (Doane 2007). By failing to wrestle with how race and racism, 
particularly racialized structures like neighborhood segregation and unequal distribution of local 
resources, contributed to the unequal devastation of Hurricane Katrina, news responses 
perpetuated an individual-level discussion disconnected from structural racial inequalities 
(Doane 2007). 
If clergy rhetoric frequently promotes individual rather than structural understandings of 
race, or rarely offers solutions to racial inequality, then these messages may represent an 
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important mechanism contributing to individual-level opposition to systemic change. The 
expectation that individual-level action or race-neutral policies will reduce racial inequality is not 
a politically neutral idea (Bell and Hartmann 2007; Delehanty 2016; Tranby and Hartmann 
2008). Understanding the racial ideologies religious communities promote is an important piece 
of understanding how religion both reproduces and combats social divisions and inequality. 
The Role of Clergy and Variation by Religious Tradition 
One way to better investigate how religious communities contribute racial ideologies is to 
shift our attention to the level of individual congregations and their leaders. Previous research 
demonstrates that clergy discuss racial issues from the pulpit (Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et 
al. 1997; Smidt 2016). Black clergy in the U.S. have historically filled a prophetic and political 
role within their congregations and outside of them in response to slavery, discrimination, and 
persistent inequality (Day 2001; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990; Morris 1996; Sawyer 2001). White 
clergy also became involved in the civil rights movement, with progressive Christian clergy 
advocating for peaceful integration (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959).  
Religious leaders are divided in terms of their levels of engagement with social issues and 
their issue agendas. Clergy in predominantly white religious traditions are often divided into two 
groups typically labeled evangelical and mainline (Guth et al. 1997). Prior to the rise of the 
Christian Right and the Moral Majority, mainline Protestant pastors were more politically active 
than evangelical Protestant clergy, but the rise of politicized white evangelicals in the 1970s and 
1980s shifted these patterns (Guth et al. 1997; Smidt 2004).  
White mainline and evangelical clergy prioritize different political agendas, which are 
tied to theological differences between these traditions. Mainline Protestant religious traditions 
and clergy tend to have less literal understandings of the Bible and communitarian social 
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theologies in which they are concerned with social justice issues and structural or policy-based 
reform (Guth et al. 1997; Hunter 1991). In contrast, evangelical Protestants tend to hold stricter 
interpretations of the Bible and focus more often on individual concerns; most notably, 
evangelical pastors tend to be concerned with promoting individual salvation and personal 
morality, which they believe will alleviate broader social problems (Guth et al. 1997; Hunter 
1991). For example, the Promise Keepers movement among white evangelicals prioritized racial 
reconciliation by encouraging men to form relationships with people of different racial groups 
(Allen 2000; Emerson and Smith 2001). These divisions assume some homogeneity within the 
denominations that make them up, but both denominations and religious traditions have 
considerable variation within them (Chaves 2010; Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997; 
Reimer 2011; Smidt 2004; Wuthnow 1988). 
However, clergy involvement in politics, particularly within their congregations, has not 
always been well-received by their congregations; more conservative congregants voice their 
disapproval of their pastors’ involvement in progressive causes (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; 
Djupe and Gilbert 2008; Hadden 1969; Quinley 1974; Stark et al. 1971). As a result, some clergy 
approach political issues cautiously, only engaging in political activity when their congregants 
are otherwise satisfied (Djupe and Gilbert 2008). For example, some congregations avoid talking 
about racism entirely because it threatens to alienate white attendees (Edwards 2008), and some 
clergy report losing members after speaking about race relations (Sokhey 2007). In a study of 
congregations, Delehanty (2016) identified resistance to discussions of structural and systemic 
issues in congregations; attendees favored more “comfortable” discussions of issues that are less 
political and focus on individual-level solutions. 
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Empirical research on clergy engagement with political and social issues has mostly utilized 
interviews with clergy (Olson and Cadge 2002) or surveys of clergy in which they are asked to report 
whether they have spoken about a particular issue from the pulpit (Beyerlein and Chaves 2003; Djupe 
and Gilbert 2003, 2008; Guth et al. 1997; Stark et al. 1971). Other work has expanded on these analyses 
by asking how clergy discuss political issues from the pulpit, finding that clergy mention multiple 
perspectives on issues to offer a deliberative framework (Djupe and Calfano 2012; Djupe and Neiheisel 
2008; Djupe and Olson 2013). However, previous work has not captured the content of clergy political 
speech. Clergy may personally commit a great deal of attention to an issue or have a strong opinion, but 
this may not translate to preaching a sermon about it. In the same way, clergy speaking in broad terms 
about race or protest are unlikely to shape individual attitudes on race. In one survey analysis, clergy 
discourse on race was significant in shaping congregants’ support for affirmative action, but specifically 
for individuals who already held structural frames on race and only when the messages were presented 
as political issues requiring political solutions (Brown et al. 2014). To better understand how religion 
shapes individual attitudes on race, we need to investigate how clergy discuss race and the ideologies 
they promote (or ignore). If and when clergy talk about race from the pulpit, how do they frame the 
causes and solutions to racism and racial inequality?  
Introducing this Case 
To better understand the messages about race shared within religious communities, I 
conducted a study of clergy responses to a local racial event. As my case, I analyze a sample of 
three weeks of sermons from congregations in Charlottesville, VA surrounding the Unite the 
Right rally on August 11-12, 2017. Using a community sample serves as an excellent case 
because religious leaders are likely to respond to local issues, seeing themselves in a protective 
role for their communities (Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Djupe and Olson 2007; Niles 2007). Studies 
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of clergy responding to local-level racist incidents or unrest find more frequent discussions of 
race than more general surveys of clergy speech on race (Sokhey 2007). At the same time, 
concerns for threatening the stability of their congregations and upsetting their listeners may 
encourage some clergy to avoid the issue altogether (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; Djupe and 
Gilbert 2008; Hadden 1969; Neiheisel and Djupe 2008; Stark et al. 1971). 
As noted above, previous research has found denominational variation in how clergy 
discuss social and political issues, but the mixed results of how religion shapes individual-level 
attitudes toward race suggests greater heterogeneity within religious groups. By shifting our 
focus to the organizational level of religious congregations, we can investigate how leaders of 
religious congregations share particular racial ideologies and frameworks. In this project, I 
investigate 1) how clergy talk about race; 2) whether clergy draw upon individualistic or 
structural understandings of and solutions to racial issues in the U.S.; and 3) to what extent these 
messages vary by religious tradition. Racism and racial inequality remain persistent in America, 
and recognizing religion’s role in these issues is essential to eliminating both. 
DATA AND METHODS 
Data 
For this case study, I have collected a total of 87 sermons or worship services from 38 
congregations from three Sundays: August 13, 2017; August 20, 2017; and August 12, 2018. 
August 13 captures clergy’s immediate reactions to the protests and demonstrates some of the 
uncertainty and disbelief surrounding the rally. The news coverage of the rally continued 
throughout the following week, so the incident remained salient on August 20. Lastly, in the 
weeks leading up to the one-year anniversary of the rally, a planned “Unite the Right 2” rally in 
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Washington, D.C. reignited many fears (Doubek 2018); the August 12, 2018 sermons represent 
both clergy’s renewed concerns and their reflections a year later. 
To collect sermons, I began by creating a list of congregations within Charlottesville 
using Google searches, Yelp pages, and the congregation finder tool on the ARDA website 
(Association of Religion Data Archives n.d.). The full population was 112 congregations. I then 
classified congregations into religious traditions following the Steensland et al. (2000) coding 
scheme: evangelical Protestants, mainline Protestants, Black Protestants, Catholic, and Non-
Christian or Other. If a denomination was not listed, I coded the congregation as non-
denominational Christian. For Black Protestants, I only coded congregations that reported a 
denomination associated with a historically Black tradition (4 congregations) or that had a 
prominent webpage with a photo of a Black individual as pastor (3 congregations). Black 
Protestantism remains a difficult religious tradition to classify based on denomination 
(Woodberry et al. 2012), so this represents an effort to minimize the risk of misclassifying 
congregations.  
With this sample, I then looked for sermons posted online. Not all congregations post 
sermons online, and congregations that do tend to be in more urban areas and have larger 
congregations (Pew Research Center 2019). My sample is likely skewed toward larger 
congregations, but this also means that I am collecting sermons with the largest number of 
listeners. One additional limitation of this sample is that the seven congregations classified as 
Black Protestants do not have sermons online, so they are not part of the final sample of 
sermons. As a result, the sample is likely composed of predominantly white clergy and 
congregations. Though this limits the variation of my sample, it enables us to examine the 
dominant frameworks white clergy use to understand these rallies, the basis of much of the 
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previous research noted above. Since the Charlottesville rally was initiated by white 
supremacists, understanding how white clergy respond to the protests with their white 
congregants is an important insight.  
To find online sermons, I checked congregational websites and social media pages. If 
sermons were posted publicly from my target dates on any of these webpages, I collected the 
audio, video, or text file. The focal sample at this point includes 86 sermons and one midweek 
prayer reflection for a total of 87. 
Table 1.1 provides descriptive data for the full population of congregations in 
Charlottesville to serve as a reference for comparing the sample of congregations with sermons 
posted online. In the full congregation population, a significant minority do not have websites, 
and just under half of the congregations never post sermons online. The other half of the 
population have posted some sermons but not within the target dates.  
Table 1.2 presents descriptive statistics for the sample of congregations with online 
sermons at the sermon level and at the level of the congregation. The sample is predominantly 
composed of evangelical Protestant, non-denominational, and mainline Protestant religious 
traditions, consistent with the population of congregations in Charlottesville in Table 1.1. Non-
denominational congregations are overrepresented in my sample compared to the total 
population of congregations, while Catholic and Black Protestant congregations are 
underrepresented. After transcribing all audio and video sermons, I began the process of 
inductively analyzing the data. 
Methods 
  To analyze the data for this paper, I use qualitative coding methods to identify the major 
themes of the sermons and variation in how they address different issues. I follow the grounded 
 24 
theory data analysis method as outlined in Charmaz (2014). Grounded theory is used for a 
variety of qualitative data, and sermons can be analyzed in a similar way to other documents. 
Sermons represent text that has been written by a leader and shared with others, so we can ask 
important questions regarding these documents, including what assumptions and meanings are 
embedded in the text, how the document is structured, and how documents are similar to and 
different from each other (Charmaz 2014:53–54). 
I have conducted multiple rounds of coding, and I wrote analytic memos throughout the 
process. To begin, I coded all text where the protests were mentioned, including descriptions of 
the protests, reflections on their magnitude and outcomes, and discussions of how listeners 
should respond. Within these sections, I conducted additional stages of coding in which I coded 
more specifically how the speaker was addressing these issues in terms of causes and solutions to 
racial divisions. In grounded theory and inductive coding approaches, data analysis and literature 
review occur simultaneously (Charmaz 2014). In later stages of coding, I also incorporated top-
down coding in which I analyzed data with the categories of individual-level and structural 
responses from previous work in mind (Auerbach and Silverstein 2003; Saldaña 2016). Below, I 
present the ways clergy discuss causes and solutions to racial divisions in the U.S. 
RESULTS 
Based on a simple categorization in which any mention of the Unite the Right rally is 
counted as discussing the protests, 78% of the 87 sermons mention the rally, including all but 
one of the sermons in the sample from August 13. Table 1.3 presents quantitative data for how 
many congregations discuss the protests in individual, otherworldly, and structural ways at the 
congregational level. Five congregations (out of 38) never discuss the protests, at least within the 
portion posted online, but only one of those congregations has all three sermons for the focal 
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weeks available. The high proportion of sermons and congregations discussing the rally 
demonstrates that the protests were significant to clergy and sparked a discussion from the pulpit. 
As an initial note, I use clergy responses to these specific protests as a lens to consider 
broader racial ideologies. This extension is consistent with how clergy discuss the protests: none 
of them frame the rally as an isolated incident. Instead, all clergy connect the protest to broader 
issues. For example, one sermon that downplayed the protests, arguing the media was overstating 
the protests, connects to bigger religious themes:  
But the news would lead you to believe that Charlottesville is turned upside down and 
we're having all this racial struggle in all this stuff. It's not happening. But Satan sure 
loves that because what he wants to see is he wants you and I as Christians to be failures. 
(16, Evangelical Protestant, 8/13/17) 
 
In all sermons, the Unite the Right rally is simply one example of bigger issues, including racial 
divisions in the U.S., religious battles over good and evil, or, in some cases, systemic racism.  
Clergy use a range of phrases to describe the white supremacist rally, often including a 
litany of descriptors that suggest some uncertainty as to how to describe the protests and their 
broader implications. For example, an evangelical pastor on the one-year anniversary of the 
protests describes how Charlottesville was the site of “racism, hatred, violence towards one 
another, bigotry, whatever you may want to call it” (22, Evangelical Protestant, 8/12/18). To 
account for the complexity and imprecision of clergy rhetoric, I use “racial divisions” as a 
general term to describe what clergy are addressing in their responses when I am not directly 
quoting them. 
Within the sample of sermons that discuss the protests, the majority of clergy (24 out of 
38 congregations) identified a cause of these protests and of racial divisions and then advocated 
for particular responses or solutions to racial divisions. The causes and solutions clergy identify 
can be broadly grouped into the categories of individual level frameworks, other-worldly 
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explanations, and discussions that account for structural and historical factors. As shown in 
Table 1.3, every congregation that connected to a cause or solution to racial divisions included 
an individual-level or relational factor, and other-worldly and structural factors are sometimes 
included alongside the individual-level discussion. As I describe further below, Table 1.3 also 
illustrates the similarities across religious traditions in their responses to the rally. 
Individual-Level Causes and Solutions 
 
Within discussions of individual-level causes of protests, clergy focused on individual 
shortcomings and flaws. Clergy describe the protesters as people who have not recognized their 
own racism and dealt with their prejudiced hearts and minds. As a Mainline Protestant pastor 
describes, “these men who came and invaded our city this weekend, they long ago lost guard of 
their hearts” (17, Mainline Protestant, 8/13/17). Another clergy person notes, "Blaming political 
parties for what happened in our town last week is too easy. It may be right in some cases, but I 
have to start with the heart, and you have to start with the heart" (15, Evangelical Protestant, 
8/20/17). The underlying cause of the protests cannot solely be found in external factors but 
instead is located in individual hearts. 
 Clergy often draw on the idea of sin, a religious term used to describe individuals’ actions 
and thoughts that are considered to be immoral and against their religious teachings. In these 
accounts, sin is fundamentally the cause of the protests and of racism in general, and it is an 
individual-level shortcoming and concern. Acknowledging that sin exists within human hearts 
draws attention to two additional elements: first, the protesters represent people who have not 
dealt with racism in their hearts; second, if listeners do not deal with the sin in their own hearts, 
then they are just as likely to join racist protests. Two excerpts demonstrate this response: 
But, uh, whatever happened Friday night, whatever happened yesterday, came as a result 
of one thing: sin… Sin caused the tragedy, and by the way, the same kind of sin that you 
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and I are both capable of. You realize that? The driver, the 20-year old driver who drove 
into the crowd…We are just as capable of doing that as he is. (22, Evangelical Protestant, 
8/13/17) 
 
What I saw last weekend was the end, the finishing point of what it looks like when 
people have racism or hate or bigotry or maybe just anger in their hearts. It’s kinda the 
end of that, the trajectory of that. And in the midst of that, I examined my own heart and 
I’m committed to doing this often: “Lord, is there anything in me with anger or hate or 
racism or bigotry against other people or against another person?" (5, Non-
Denominational, 8/20/17) 
 
The protesters specifically have not dealt with “the condition of their hearts” and worked to 
eradicate their racism, but anyone could be susceptible to racist beliefs. 
 In response to the claim that all individuals could have racism in their hearts, clergy offer 
a range of challenges and calls regarding how to respond to the protests and how to address 
racial divisions in society. Out of the three categories of individual, other-worldly, and structural 
solutions, clergy most often named individual and relational responses to racism.  
Clergy offered solutions to racial divisions that emphasized the need for individuals to 
examine themselves, repent of any racism in their hearts, and recommit themselves to their faith. 
In many cases, this call is explicitly related to racism: “We have to repent of racism, elitism, and 
supremacy in my own heart” (23, Non-Denominational, 8/12/18). As another clergy notes, any 
amount of racism in individuals’ hearts requires action: 
What Jesus does to you and me is he stands before us and he says, ‘Listen, you may not  
have acted out.’ And some people may say, ‘yeah, I got a little bit of racism or a little bit  
of hatred or a little bit of anger. It’s just a little bit, but you’ll never catch me out there 
doing that. But I’ve got a little bit in here.’…But the more important thing for me is that 
if you have a little bit of racism or a little bit of anger, I want us right now to stop and 
pray and let’s ask God to help us. (5, Non-Denominational, 8/20/17) 
 
By directly calling those who hold racist views to ask for God’s help and to repent, clergy offer a 
direct response to these protests that emphasizes individual responsibility. 
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 In other cases, though, clergy calls for individual action are less explicitly tied to racism. 
These discussions still occur in the midst of discussing how to respond to the protests, but they 
less directly engage with individual racism. For example, immediately after the protests, a clergy 
person responds, 
The answer is not, Well, I'm going to go toe to toe and I'm going to let you know – I’m 
gonna fight and I'm gonna carry on and all this and that... That's not the answer. The 
answer is that you and I, as Jesus said in Matthew, are to let our light so shine among 
men that they may see our good work and glorify our father in heaven. (16, Evangelical 
Protestant, 8/13/17) 
 
This excerpt rejects communal responses such as protests and instead advocates for a more 
general instruction for individuals to set a good example through their faith. 
 Following individual transformation, some clergy call on individuals to take the second 
step of helping others eliminate their racism, both by confronting racism when they see it in 
others and more generally through sharing the gospel, or evangelism. This step typically occurs 
through one-on-one efforts to evangelize and help others deal with their own racist thoughts.  
You can be a part of the healing. You can be a part of bringing the neighborhoods 
together. You can be a part of getting rid of racial segregation. You can get rid of the 
dividing walls. You do it one person at a time, loving Christ. And by loving Christ, they 
will see that love and they're going to want to know, I'll guarantee it. (22, Evangelical 
Protestant, 8/12/18) 
 
In this excerpt, sharing the gospel one by one is directly linked to eliminating macro-level issues 
such as racial segregation. In other sermons, these discussions often incorporate comments about 
people needing to have difficult conversations and to be willing to feel uncomfortable, as well as 
calling on listeners to develop relationships with people who are different from them. Clergy 
define those who are different as those “who don’t look like you, or think like you” (17, 
Mainline Protestant, 8/13/17); another sermon directly mentions talking to “black men the way 
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we would speak to white men on the street” and helping a woman in a hijab in the grocery store 
(4, Mainline Protestant, 8/20/17). 
 In all of these responses, individuals are called upon to act at the individual or relational 
level: examining their own hearts and engaging with people one-on-one. These types of solutions 
align most closely with Emerson and Smith’s (2001) discussion of white evangelicals’ racial 
toolkits. Two core beliefs in this toolkit include accountable freewill individualism, the belief 
that individuals make their own choices and will be held accountable for them, and relationalism, 
or how people should prioritize their own relationship with Jesus as well as their relationships 
with others. Calls for individuals to hold themselves accountable for their own racist attitudes 
and to hold others accountable through one-on-one relationships are evidence of both tools. 
Additionally, they reflect broader racial ideologies that locate racism squarely at the individual 
level and respond to racism on a case-by-case basis by condemning individual racists (Bonilla-
Silva 2018; Doane 2014, 2017).  
Emerson and Smith (2001) identify these tools primarily among white evangelicals, but 
the sermons in this sample suggest individualism extends beyond evangelicalism. Individualistic 
solutions were not only offered by evangelical clergy, but also from mainline Protestant clergy 
(see Table 1.3). Survey research suggests white Christians as a whole support individualistic 
explanations and solutions to racial inequality (Jones 2020; Taylor and Merino 2011a, 2011b), so 
individualistic and relational racial frameworks may not be shared exclusively within evangelical 
congregations. As the next two sections demonstrate, there is not a clear pattern by religious 
tradition. Rather, individual explanations and solutions dominate the sample as a whole, and 
other-worldly and structural explanations are also found across religious traditions. 
 30 
Other-worldly Causes and Solutions 
In another set of responses, clergy cite other-worldly or supernatural causes and solutions 
to racial divisions. Clergy in this sample attribute spiritual or evil forces as the underlying cause 
of the protests and are less likely to call on listeners to act. A non-denominational pastor says: 
So we can sit here, and there are times and places where this is appropriate, to recognize 
the current and historical problems in our city and in our nation. We can list them all out, 
but when we do, it’s the responsibility of the church to recognize that the wounds are 
always spiritual at their core. The wound is spiritual, and the healing, to be lasting and 
true, comes through the spirit of God. (89, Non-Denominational, 8/12/18) 
 
More specifically, this spiritual battle is a battle against the evil forces driving racism and social 
unrest. Clergy use a variety of terms to refer to evil forces, including the devil, Satan, “cosmic 
powers of this present darkness,” “forces of Hell,” and other variations. While these terms may 
carry slightly different meanings, they function in similar ways to draw attention to broader evil 
forces creating divisions and racism. Additionally, multiple terms are also often used in 
conjunction with each other: 
You know, what we saw yesterday was the furthest thing from peace. Again, I've called it 
what it is. It was evil. It was Satanic. It was of the devil. Like, all of the, the, the 
ideologies that these groups represent, I mean it's just evil. There's no other way to  
describe it. (23, Non-Denominational, 8/13/17) 
 
For this clergy person, “calling it what it is” means acknowledging the evil forces behind these 
protests. Clergy refer to these evil forces to identify the cause of the protests and to call attention 
to the bigger enemy in the issue of racial divisions. The enemy they are called to work against is 
not a group of white nationalists but instead the “evil forces in heavenly places” (14, Evangelical 
Protestant, 8/13/17). 
Because the protests represent fundamentally a religious issue in this set of accounts, 
clergy and congregations present themselves as uniquely able to respond to these protests 
because of their religious expertise. 
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“Of course, it is a spiritual moment. If you’ve been listening, you’ve heard people that 
you never thought would use these words, talking about evil and sin and even the devil, 
and all the parts of the baptismal covenant that make [denomination name] visibly 
uncomfortable. But these are the only words that apply: this is a time when the church 
has the vocabulary to handle it, such as it is.” (6, Mainline Protestant, 8/20/17) 
 
In addition to knowing the “vocabulary,” clergy are confident in their responses to the protests 
because they already know the solution. Within other-worldly accounts, the most common 
response is that Jesus, the savior and Messiah-figure in Christian traditions, can and already has 
eliminated racial divisions. In discussions of Jesus as the only long-term solution to racial 
divisions, clergy often include caveats, such as “and I know that sounds like a cop out, but…” 
(15, Evangelical Protestant, 8/13/17). These sermons clarify that individuals still have a 
responsibility to engage with these issues, but the effects of their engagement will be limited. 
Racism is not an issue of politics, nor is it an issue that can be handled passively. Racial 
supremacy is Antichrist and Anti-Gospel, and our only hope is the transforming power of 
Jesus Christ…You should write this down. Our aim must be Jesus. Our aim must be 
Jesus. Racism is a sin. It is sin. It is a heart issue. And the only hope, when it comes to 
settling issues of the heart, is Jesus Christ. He is our only hope. Our aim must be Jesus. 
(23, Non-Denominational, 8/12/18) 
 
Though they recognize that racism is a problem, the call to examine oneself is less explicit than  
the examples above. Clergy emphasize that the best way to respond is by making Jesus their 
focus without offering a more direct appeal for individual or relational accountability. 
 The emphasis on a cosmic battle between good and evil is consistent with previous work 
on the core beliefs associated with evangelical and conservative Protestants (Emerson and Smith 
2001; Reimer and Park 2001). Again, however, we see that this language is not used solely by 
evangelical Protestants and is common across the sample of religious traditions. 
In previous research on racial attitudes by religious involvement, other-worldly solutions 
are not part of a typical survey battery. Studies of racial attitudes ask about individual-level 
causes of racial inequality, such as lack of motivation, or structural causes, such as unequal 
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access to education. Additionally, they analyze support for (or opposition to) macro-level 
policies that address racial inequality (Edgell and Tranby 2007; Frost and Edgell 2017; Taylor 
and Merino 2011b, 2011a). The framework that only Jesus can solve racial divisions does not fit 
neatly into the category of either individual level or structural solutions, but it is mentioned 
frequently across these sermons. These messages suggest a third type of racial framework in 
religious communities: locating racial divisions and solutions outside of both individual action 
and social structures. 
Structural Causes and Solutions 
 In the sermons, there is generally a consistent connection between individual-level causes 
of the protests and individual-level solutions to racial divisions, with the same relationship 
between other-worldly causes and solutions. As a final category, some clergy draw upon 
discussions of structural and systemic racism and inequalities as the source of present racial 
divisions and racism. However, as this section demonstrates, structural causes are rarely 
connected exclusively to structural solutions to racial divisions. Instead, structural solutions are 
often vague and are presented beside individual level and other-worldly solutions. As a result, 
the category of structural solutions gets lost in the more common calls for religious solutions and 
individual transformation to address racial divisions. 
 A few congregations reference systemic racism or systems of white supremacy in their 
responses to the rallies. In these cases, they connect systemic racism to the protests specifically 
and to the history of racial divisions in the U.S. A mainline Protestant clergy person comments, 
The effects of slavery and racism are a deep wound that has never properly healed. There 
are many who will be quick to dismiss the events of August 12th and move on. They will 
fail to acknowledge what happened and why it happened. They will condemn the car that 
ran through a crowd while at the same time condoning the practices and policies that 
have allowed systematic and cultural racism to get to this point. You can't do both. (29, 
Mainline Protestant, 8/20/17) 
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In their view, treating the Charlottesville protesters as isolated cases of extremists ignores the 
broader context of systemic racism. As another example, a non-Christian clergy person explains 
how the system of white supremacy means that marginalized groups are keenly aware of racial 
violence, but white individuals are not, contributing to the surprise many white people in their 
congregation felt when faced with white supremacist protesters in their city.  
 Beyond mentioning systemic racism as a cause, though, fewer sermons engage directly  
with structural solutions to racial divisions and inequalities. First, it is important to illustrate a 
few notable exceptions. A non-denominational sermon from a week after the rally states, 
So we says things like ‘Well, if everyone’s heart was just changed, you know, then that 
would just fix everything,’ not realizing that there are oppressive systems and oppressive 
structures in our society that took years to create, and will take years, if not decades, to 
correct…The fuller reality is that a real conversion of Jesus should move us to engage in 
the work of pursuing justice and equity in our world. (1, Non-Denominational, 8/20/17) 
 
Much more directly than others, this sermon acknowledges “oppressive systems” that have 
contributed to racial divisions and identifies the need for structural solutions. The speaker goes 
on to list an even more specific list of what this solidarity looks like, including actions like 
“voting in ways that benefit marginalized groups even when it does not benefit ourselves.” As 
another example, a sermon from an evangelical Protestant pastor mentions changing hiring 
practices as a possible response to racial inequality, and a non-Christian clergy person calls for 
acting in a way that “makes a difference in concrete, bricks, mortar, and policy” (21, Non-
Christian, 8/12/18). 
Aside from these cases, clergy in this sample mention few action-oriented responses to 
structural racism. Instead, sermons include less concrete calls to “confront” and “denounce” 
systemic racism or for listeners to educate themselves about racism in the U.S. Other clergy 
mention congregational efforts to educate attendees about systemic racism and to create 
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discussion groups to talk about racial issues. These calls were rarely offered as the sole 
appropriate response, and instead were offered alongside other solutions that reflect individual-
level and other-worldly responses. An excerpt mentioned previously illustrates this combination: 
These racial disparities and injustice will exist until King Jesus comes on the earth. And I 
know that sounds like a cop out, but it's actually our hope that the king will come, and he 
will restore what he made. And he will bring a new world. Now, we are to work for 
justice and care about the poor and the oppressed, and that's part of who we are. It flows 
out of the love of Christ. Of course we should care about that, but we should never expect 
that we're going to fix it, all together, this side of heaven. (15, Evangelical Protestant, 
8/13/17) 
 
The call to work for justice on behalf of marginalized groups suggests some kind of collective 
response, but it is mentioned alongside an other-worldly solution of waiting for Jesus to return. 
There are not concrete solutions offered, and there is a caveat that individual efforts cannot fully 
solve these problems. 
 The sermon mentioned above in which “wounds are always spiritual at their core” also 
demonstrates a mix of solutions. After emphasizing individuals’ need to respond, the pastor says, 
And so by acknowledging our sickness, what are we doing? …We are bringing the 
proclamation of a new and better kingdom… a kingdom that undercuts suspicions and 
stereotypes and hatred; a kingdom that confronts systemic racism and structural injustices 
and lies of society; a kingdom that is not afraid of truth, but always labors to speak truth 
and love … As we turn to Christ as our healer, we are proclaiming his kingdom, a new 
and better way. And so we emphasize that we cannot fix ourselves. The way forward 
always starts and ends all the way through with Jesus, who is the healer. (89, Non-
Denominational, 8/12/18)  
 
This proclamation of a new and better way calls for attention to systemic racism, but it does not 
offer concrete steps for what this proclamation ought to look like; rather, it resembles the other-
worldly solutions noted above. By emphasizing that change can only come from Jesus, the role 
of individual action is limited. 
 As final example, a sermon from a mainline congregation dealt extensively with the 
protests and drew upon a denominational document that outlined what congregations should do 
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to engage with issues of racial inequality. After quoting from the document extensively, 
including a call for congregations to ask questions about why there are not more people of color 
living in their communities and why predominantly white schools are better funded than other 
schools, the sermon shifts into a discussion of how to respond: 
That [asking questions] is how we will be responding to the evil that still occupies our 
city. We will contend for the faith. We will assert, maintain, hold, claim, argue, insist, 
state, declare, profess, and affirm the evil and sinfulness of the many racial injustices that 
permeate through our society. We will recognize our own complicitness and 
complacency in these systems. We will remember the words of Jeremiah, who asserts 
that our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but that our struggle is against the rulers, 
the authorities, the powers and principalities. Our struggle is against the cosmic powers 
of this present darkness and against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly places. (29, 
Mainline Protestant, 8/20/17) 
 
Despite the discussion prior to this excerpt about policy issues and structural barriers, the call to 
action includes a variety of responses. Calling on people to reject racial injustice and understand 
how these systems benefit them suggests an active response, but the mention of struggling 
against cosmic forces clouds this call to action. Mentioning school funding could have 
transitioned into a call to participate in school board discussions or advocate for equitable zoning 
laws, but the relevance of public policy is hazy if the ultimate struggle is against evil forces.  
 Returning to the points above about previous research on individual-level support for 
individualistic or structural explanations and solutions, these excerpts shed some light on why 
scholars have found mixed results. Across these excerpts, clergy offer individual, religious, and 
occasionally structural solutions to racial divisions. Based on this case, the lack of clear variation 
in sermons across religious traditions provides one insight into why religious affiliation has not 
been salient in predicting individual-level racial attitudes (Taylor and Merino 2011a, 2011b). 
Though we know individual characteristics such as structural location matter for racial attitudes 
(Frost and Edgell 2017), the mixed messages across religious traditions in this sample do not 
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demonstrate a distinctive toolkit among white evangelicals as compared to other religious 
traditions. Particularly, the ways clergy offer multiple explanations and multiple solutions across 
these categories suggest clergy are not emphasizing a single, clear response to the protests that 
would map neatly onto survey questions about explanations or solutions to racial inequality. 
Instead, the responses from clergy to racial protests emphasize individual-level causes and a 
wide range of solutions that avoid tangible policy action. Structural causes are mentioned as a 
way to understand the persistence of racism today, but the solutions still largely center upon 
individual-level or other-worldly solutions.  
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
By using a salient racial event (Doane 2017) as the starting point, my analysis captures 
racial frameworks within religious institutions in response to overtly racist protests. The racial 
discourse shared by clergy reflects broader racial ideologies, and their sermons demonstrate 
frameworks that downplay the relevance of structural and historical factors in shaping racial 
divisions today. Clergy’s emphasis on the individual, interpersonal, and spiritual levels has 
consequences for individual attitudes on race and the persistence of racial inequality. 
First, the frequency of individual-level responses fits into the dominant racial ideology of 
colorblindness and individual-level explanations of and solutions to racial divisions. Though 
these sermons are not capturing specifically how clergy would explain racial inequality, we see 
clearly that clergy locate racism at the level of individual prejudice (Bonilla-Silva 2018; Doane 
2017; Emerson and Smith 2001). Within the dominant ideology of colorblindness, many people 
argue racism is no longer relevant and perceive racist views to be solely held by those who are 
ignorant or extremist (Bonilla-Silva 2018; Doane 2014). Consistent with this view, according to 
clergy, a small group of people with extreme attitudes are to blame for the Unite the Right rally. 
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However, there was much less discussion of how these individuals reflect broader patterns of 
white supremacy in the U.S.  
Alternatively, clergy also mention anyone could have been one of the white supremacist 
protesters if they fail to “guard their hearts.” These comments suggest racist views could be held 
widely across the population, but they still offer an individualistic and interpersonal solution: 
individuals simply need to reflect on their own attitudes and help others do the same. In doing so, 
this framework pushes back on the idea racism only persists among extremists, but it still 
solidifies racism as an individual-level characteristic and issue. Rather than proposing people are 
susceptible to racist attitudes because they are socialized within a racialized society (Bonilla-
Silva 1997), racism is instead a threat for individuals because of human shortcomings and their 
failure to confess and repent. In the same way that colorblind racists defend residential 
segregation as the result of personal choice and preferences (Bonilla-Silva 2018), attributing 
racist attitudes to the failure of individuals to deal with their hearts downplays the macro-level 
factors contributing to racism (Bonilla-Silva 1997; Doane 2017). 
As noted above, previous research has relied primarily on surveys of clergy in which 
researchers have asked clergy their personal views on issues and if and how they have addressed 
issues from the pulpit. Given the possible negative consequences of clergy public speech on 
controversial issues within congregations (Djupe and Gilbert 2008; Hadden 1969), we could 
speculate from these analyses that clergy offer multiple types of explanations as a way to 
appease congregants with differing views. As an additional source of data, I conducted an online 
survey of clergy in Charlottesville (see Appendix A for methodological details). In this survey, I 
included a set four statements that capture individualistic, relational, other-worldly, and 
structural solutions to racism and asked clergy if they agreed with the statement and if they had 
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mentioned it in a public discussion. Without overstating the results, due to the small sample size 
of the survey (N=31 clergy), Table A1 provides additional evidence to illustrate the mismatch in 
what solutions to racism clergy support and offer from the pulpit. Overwhelming majorities of 
clergy in this sample (94% or higher) agree with the individualistic, relational, and structural 
solutions, and a smaller majority agree or strongly agree that racism will be eliminated when 
Jesus returns (65%). However, smaller proportions of clergy reported mentioning these 
frameworks in their public speech, with 81% discussing an individual solution but less than half 
mentioning the need to reform or overthrow social institutions. From this, we see further 
evidence that despite agreeing with structural solutions to racism, clergy keep their discussions 
of racism at the individual level in their public speech. 
In the sermon sample, I do not find a clear difference across religious traditions, with the 
three main represented religious groups – mainline Protestants, evangelical Protestants, and non-
denominational clergy – all using a range of individual, other-worldly, and structural discussions 
of race. Previous research on religion and racial attitudes has found mixed evidence for variation 
in racial attitudes by religious tradition, with some citing the distinctiveness of white evangelical 
Protestants (Cobb 2014; Emerson and Smith 2001) and others maintaining a common pattern 
across white Christians (Taylor and Merino 2011b). A possible reason for the lack of a clear 
pattern could be the small sample size of this study or that we are limited to religious affiliation 
rather than measures of religious orthodoxy or specific beliefs (Edgell and Tranby 2007; Frost 
and Edgell 2017). Additionally, there may be greater homogeneity within this sample because all 
of the congregations are located within the same Southern, largely evangelical community. 
Lastly, we have less empirical research on non-denominational congregations to know how this 
heterogeneous group would fit into patterns of clergy political speech and individual racial 
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attitudes. In many ways, non-denominational attendees resemble evangelical Protestants, but 
non-denominational congregations are a heterogeneous category (Burge and Djupe 2021; Chaves 
and Eagle 2015). 
Beyond these sample limitations, a lack of a denominational pattern could also suggest 
that racial ideologies across religious traditions may be more similar than previous work on 
theological differences between mainline Protestants and evangelical Protestants suggests (Guth 
et al. 1997; Wuthnow 1988). Within this sample of sermons, we see similar calls for individuals 
to protect their hearts and recommit to their faith across mainline Protestants, evangelical 
Protestants, and non-denominational clergy; all groups also mention structural factors in similar 
ways. One explanation for this could be the blurring of the boundaries between religious 
traditions as clergy adapt to the contexts of increased religious switching, the decline of mainline 
Protestants, and the growth of non-denominationalism (Chaves 2011; Putnam and Campbell 
2010). Or, because all clergy are constrained by concerns over organizational maintenance, 
focusing on individual-level responses could reflect a common framework clergy across 
religious traditions adopt to avoid alienating members (Djupe and Gilbert 2008; Edwards 2008).  
Alternatively, the liberal Protestant voice has always represented a “quieter” influence as 
compared to the volume and certainty of the Religious Right (Lichterman and Williams 2017), 
and this may provide some evidence that this voice remains quiet. Within religious 
organizations, research has consistently noted the potential for religious beliefs and attitudes to 
be used in support of progressive causes, such as reducing inequality and prejudice (Braunstein, 
Fuist, and Williams 2017; Brown et al. 2014; Delehanty 2016; Fuist 2017; Stark et al. 1971). The 
evidence in this case shows little support for mainline Protestant clergy offering a prophetic 
voice to challenge their congregations into supporting systemic solutions; also missing is a call 
 40 
for racial reconciliation from evangelical clergy that extends beyond the individual and 
interpersonal levels. The presence of white supremacist protesters in Charlottesville was salient 
enough to spark many clergy into discussing the protests, but their lack of attention to how to 
combat racism beyond the individual level limits the voice of clergy on race relations. 
As a final note, the lack of structural solutions discussed within these sermons points to a 
broader issue concerning race: the inability to conceive of solutions to entrenched racial 
inequality and divisions when the issues feel, for many, too challenging to solve (Doane 2017; 
Mueller 2017). Previous research suggests that discussions of race from the pulpit that do not 
frame racial inequalities as a structural issue requiring policy solutions have little effect on white 
support for affirmative action (Brown et al. 2014). Clergy calls for solutions that are 
fundamentally individualistic (reflecting on personal racism) or disengaged (waiting for Jesus to 
return) are not likely to persuade individuals, particularly white people, into supporting policies 
that threaten their dominance (Mueller 2017; Stark et al. 1971). Better understanding how 
multiple institutions, including religious communities, contribute ideologies that downplay the 
relevance of race and shift attention away from structural solutions is an essential step in 
combatting racial inequality. 
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Table 1.1: Descriptive Data for Full Population of Congregations in Charlottesville 
Measure Count Percentage 
Sermon Availability     
     Do not post sermons online 54 48% 
     Have posted a sermon online 18 16% 
     Have at least one sermon in this time frame 40 36% 
Congregations without websites* 14 13% 
Religious Tradition     
     Evangelical Protestant 51 46% 
     Non-Denominational 17 15% 
     Mainline Protestant 22 20% 
     Other 7 6% 
     Catholic 6 5% 
     Black Protestant 7 6% 
     Unclear 2 2% 
Total 112 100% 
*This measure is double-counted with the sermon availability counts because 
congregations without websites are a sub-sample of those without sermons online. 
NOTE: I list the number of congregations with sermons in my time frame as 40, 
but my final sample in Table 2 is 38. Two of the congregations in this sample are 





Table 1.2: Descriptive Data of Charlottesville Sample 
Measure Count Percentage 
Congregation Level (N=38) 
Number of sermons by congregation   
     1 sermon 9 24% 
     2 sermons 9 24% 
     3+ sermons 20 53% 
Religious Tradition     
     Evangelical Protestant 15 39% 
     Non-Denominational 10 26% 
     Mainline Protestant 9 24% 
     Other 3 8% 
     Catholic 1 3% 
Sermon Level (N=87) 
Date     
     August 13, 2017 26 30% 
     August 20, 2017 29 33% 
     August 12, 2018 31 36% 
     Other 1 1% 
Religious Tradition     
     Evangelical Protestant 34 39% 
     Non-Denominational 25 29% 
     Mainline Protestant 20 23% 
     Other 6 7% 
     Catholic 2 2% 
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Table 1.3: Discussions of Race and Racism in Sermons using Individual/Relational, Other-
worldly, and Structural Frameworks at the Congregational Level (N=38) 
  Full Sample By Religious Tradition* 









Discuss the Rally (across all sermons) 33 87% 12 9 8 4 
Connect to causes and/or solutions 24 63% 9 6 7 2 
     Individual only 4 11% 1 0 2 1 
     Individual and structural 6 16% 2 2 1 1 
     Individual and other-worldly 9 24% 4 2 3 0 
     All three frameworks 5 13% 2 2 1 0 








Religious leaders are elites who have the opportunity to share their views on a range of 
issues both within and beyond their congregations. In their public speech, clergy make moral 
arguments and connect their theological beliefs to public policy (Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et 
al. 1997; Hadden 1969). Not only do clergy have this opportunity, but under certain conditions, 
clergy political speech can be consequential in shaping individual attitudes on a range of issues 
(Djupe and Calfano 2013, 2019; Djupe and Gwiasda 2010). In their weekly worship services, 
clergy may choose to speak from a “prophetic pulpit” (Djupe and Gilbert 2003) about important 
social issues such as civil rights, public policy, and inequality with their congregations. With this 
voice, clergy can mobilize their attendees or shape, and sometimes challenge, individual attitudes 
(Djupe and Gilbert 2003). 
 However, clergy may not always be interested in taking on this prophetic pulpit. Clergy 
are also organizational leaders who must prioritize keeping their congregation running smoothly 
(Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; Djupe and Gilbert 2008a; Hadden 1969). For clergy, this means 
ensuring their congregants are satisfied before they engage in political activity (Djupe and 
Gilbert 2008a), offering multiple perspectives on different issues to minimize conflict (Djupe 
and Neiheisel 2008; Djupe and Olson 2013; Neiheisel, Djupe, and Sokhey 2009), or avoiding 
controversial issues entirely (Neiheisel and Djupe 2008). In particular, when debates over social 
issues also represent denominational conflicts that could affect congregations, clergy may seek to 
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be “pragmatic” in their political speech as a way to balance multiple concerns (Hadden 1969; 
Olson and Cadge 2002; Stark et al. 1971). With these mixed expectations from previous 
research, how do we understand the role of clergy today: as prophetic voices making clear 
statements on pressing social issues to the people listening in the pews, or as constrained 
organizational leaders hesitant to threaten organizational stability? 
 To investigate this question, I use a novel data source, publicly available sermons from 
weekly worship services, to investigate how clergy engage with social issues from the pulpit. I 
focus on a particular case, debates over LGBTQ inclusion in the United Methodist Church 
(UMC), to analyze how clergy respond to an issue that spans multiple levels, including inclusion 
of a marginalized group, concerns over Biblical interpretation, and denominational conflict. The 
UMC voted to maintain their prohibition of same sex marriage and the ordination of openly gay 
and lesbian people in a contentious 2019 General Conference (GC) meeting. Following this 
decision, how did clergy respond to the UMC’s decision and discuss homosexuality: with a 
prophetic voice supporting LGBTQ inclusion and opposing the denomination, or with a 
pragmatic response that prioritized denominational and congregational stability? 
 In my analysis of 455 sermons from 159 UMC congregations, I find prophetic and 
pragmatic concerns are evident and sometimes intertwined within clergy responses to UMC 
conflict over homosexuality. Prophetic and pragmatic impulses are often posed as competing 
options clergy must choose between, but these sermons demonstrate clergy recognize both their 
prophetic power and also their need to manage organizational stability. Prophetic responses 
against the denomination’s decision are more common in this sample than solely pragmatic 
responses, but some clergy take a prophetic stand against the exclusion of LGBTQ people and 
also pragmatically assure their congregants that not everyone has to agree on social issues.  
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 This project contributes both a theoretical and a methodological insight. Theoretically, 
whether or not clergy take on a prophetic or a pragmatic voice is relevant for understanding the 
role clergy play in social life and political debates. To address this question, methodologically, 
we ought to pay closer attention to what clergy are saying. Conservative and evangelical 
religious voices dominate political discourse in the U.S. today, provoking many scholars to ask 
what progressive religious groups and the “quiet” voice of mainline Protestantism contribute to 
social discourse today (Braunstein, Fuist, and Williams 2017; Lichterman and Williams 2017; 
Wuthnow 2002). Evidence of a prophetic voice within religious organizations in defense of 
progressive causes, such as LGBTQ civil rights, would suggest there are other religious 
perspectives engaged in political debates. Alternatively, the shrinking number of mainline 
Protestants in the U.S. may serve as another threat clergy face in maintaining their congregations 
(Chaves 2017; Quinley 1974), further silencing their voice on social issues.  
THEORETICAL FRAMING 
The Prophetic and Pragmatic Character of Clergy Political Speech 
During the civil rights movement, scholars identified how white Protestant clergy took on 
the role of “social reformer” and extended their influence outside of their congregations 
(Campbell and Pettigrew 1959:11). This engagement sparked renewed interest in white, 
progressive clergy as political actors, including their motivations and the consequences of their 
engagement. White clergy who participated in the Civil Rights Movement represented a group of 
clergy who were increasingly acting on their theological beliefs in the interest of their 
progressive political beliefs (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; Hadden 1969; Quinley 1974).  
However, this engagement was not without risks, and many clergy tempered their 
involvement after facing backlash from their congregants (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959; 
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Hadden 1969; Quinley 1974). As Hadden (1969) identifies, there was a “gathering storm” within 
churches in which conservative attendees expressed their disapproval with progressive clergy 
activism; congregants wanted the church to provide comfort, not challenge. Because churches 
are voluntary organizations, this conflict could affect church stability; if congregants were not 
satisfied, they could leave, taking their money, time, and membership elsewhere (Hadden 1969). 
Clergy navigate conflicting pressures between their personal views, the expectations of their 
congregations, and their community and denominational contexts, resulting in clergy who 
believe strongly in particular issues but remain quiet, particularly in the pulpit (Campbell and 
Pettigrew 1959; Hadden 1969; Quinley 1974; Stark et al. 1971).  
Research has continued to investigate these competing impulses for clergy and their 
potential as political actors, particularly for mainline Protestant clergy. On the one hand, clergy 
have a desire to speak out about their beliefs to offer moral and theological pronouncements on 
social and political issues; on the other hand, pastors are constrained by their roles as leaders of 
voluntary organizations that rely on sustained support from members. As I describe below, these 
competing concerns can be described as “prophetic” and “pragmatic.”  
On the prophetic side, there is considerable evidence that clergy are engaged political 
actors who take on a range of political issues and activities in their congregations. Guth et al. 
(1997:8) theorized clergy political goals as being closely tied to their social theologies, or 
“beliefs connecting theology to public affairs.” In this way, clergy are ideological actors who 
pursue political goals and speak out about political issues from the pulpit, sometimes with a 
“prophetic boldness” (Guth et al. 1997:193). 
Similarly, Djupe and Gilbert (2003) argue mainline Protestant clergy increased their 
political engagement near the end of the twentieth century, despite the concerns voiced by 
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Hadden (1969) and the evidence that clergy are still more liberal than their congregants (Djupe 
and Gilbert 2008a). In particular, when clergy disagree with the views of their congregations, or 
when they do not see their views represented in their community, clergy take on a prophetic or 
representative role to make their views known (Djupe and Gilbert 2003). This prophetic voice 
can be “directed inward – to help members draw connections between their faith and their 
political opinions and actions – or outward – to explain denominational perspectives on pressing 
issues to the general public” (Djupe and Gilbert 2003:93–94). In this way, clergy having 
distinctive views that are different from those in their congregations and communities can be a 
driver of clergy political activity rather than an inhibitor. In cases where congregants support 
clergy political activity and agree with their pastor’s views, we can hypothesize that clergy who 
are interested in political activities would be especially likely to embrace their prophetic voice 
(Djupe 2001). Motivated by their theological convictions, the legacy of mainline Protestant 
social engagement historically, and by congregational and community characteristics, clergy are 
engaged and prophetic actors (Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997). 
However, further research has returned to the factors constraining this prophetic voice. 
Addressing political and social issues directly with their congregations can be controversial, and 
many clergy are hesitant to broach these topics (Cadge and Wildeman 2008; Olson and Cadge 
2002). For example, clergy recognize how debates over homosexuality divide their 
denominations and threaten congregational conflict (Olson and Cadge 2002). Because these 
denominational and congregational concerns are often more salient than clergy concerns about 
justice or equality for LGBTQ people, Olson and Cadge (2002:163) argue clergy think about 
homosexuality in “pragmatic” rather than prophetic ways. As noted above, the pragmatic 
concerns of clergy are unsurprising given clergy are organizational leaders responsible for 
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keeping their congregations running (Calfano, Oldmixon, and Gray 2014; Djupe and Gilbert 
2008a; Djupe and Neiheisel 2008). In practical terms, organizational maintenance requires 
satisfying members and maintaining stable finances (Calfano et al. 2014; Chaves 2004). 
Pragmatic concerns impact whether or not clergy exercise a prophetic voice on political 
and social issues within their congregations. Some clergy and congregations avoid controversial 
issues entirely as way to minimize conflict within their community (Neiheisel and Djupe 2008). 
Political activity is typically secondary to organizational maintenance, with clergy only engaging 
in political activity only when their congregants are otherwise satisfied (Djupe and Gilbert 
2008a). Some clergy see political activities as a tool that can make them more competitive in the 
religious marketplace (Djupe and Neiheisel 2019), but clergy may be hindered by uncertainties 
about their own attitudes and organizational concerns (Cadge et al. 2012; Olson and Cadge 
2002). Clergy may still be motivated by their social theologies and convictions on social issues, 
but the threat of backlash from their congregants or from superiors, such as denominational 
leaders, quiets their prophetic voice (Calfano et al. 2014).  
Additionally, other work emphasizes that when clergy speak politically in their 
congregations, they do not offer solely one perspective as the correct and singular understanding 
of an issue. Rather, clergy seek to minimize the potential for conflict, particularly when 
congregants have heterogeneous views, by offering a “deliberative” viewpoint that engages with 
multiple arguments (Djupe and Calfano 2012; Djupe and Neiheisel 2008; Djupe and Olson 2013; 
Neiheisel et al. 2009; Olson, Djupe, and Cadge 2011). By presenting issues in a balanced way, 
including mentioning views with which they disagree, clergy seek to limit conflict and attract 
new members (Djupe and Neiheisel 2019). For example, when clergy publicly discuss 
homosexuality, they may offer multiple frameworks related to what the Bible says about same 
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sex marriage, whether loving and including LGBTQ people is part of their ministry priorities, 
and how debates affect their denomination and congregation (Djupe and Olson 2013). 
Overall, then, previous analyses of clergy speech have identified competing expectations 
for how clergy speak about controversial issues from the pulpit. Under certain conditions, clergy 
take on a prophetic voice “to remind or sometimes tell members what the denomination teaches 
about a particular issue, strengthen the shared identity that binds people to a particular 
congregation or denomination, or simply be present with the congregation in times of intense 
struggle and unrest” (Djupe and Gilbert 2003:9). However, this voice may be constrained by 
pragmatic concerns as clergy also prioritize keeping their congregations satisfied. 
Adding to these mixed expectations is a key methodological limitation of previous work: 
much of the work described above has focused on the motivations driving clergy political 
activity, specifically political speech, without analyzing the content of their speech. Given the 
context of political and religious polarization and widening inequality in the U.S. (Chetty et al. 
2017; Putnam and Campbell 2010), the ways elites, including clergy, talk about social issues is 
important. Analyzing survey responses in which clergy report whether or not they have discussed 
particular issues from the pulpit offers a broad sense of how many clergy address various issues 
(Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Guth et al. 1997; Koller and Retzer 1980; Stark et al. 1971), but it does 
not tell us to what extent or in what ways clergy broach social issues. Later work refined 
measures of clergy political speech by presenting multiple arguments and asking clergy both 
whether they agreed with each one and whether they had mentioned them from the pulpit (Djupe 
and Calfano 2012; Djupe and Neiheisel 2008; Djupe and Olson 2013; Neiheisel and Djupe 
2008). These projects provide important insights, such as how clergy mention arguments with 
which they disagree, but it remains unclear whether clergy quickly reject disagreeable 
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arguments, thoroughly discuss competing viewpoints, or reference them only briefly. Similarly, 
interviews with clergy offer important insights on how clergy personally wrestle with issues 
(Cadge et al. 2012; Olson and Cadge 2002), but we would expect clergy to discuss controversial 
issues in a confidential interview differently from how they would address them from the pulpit. 
Also implicit in some of the previous work on clergy political speech is the assumption 
that when clergy discuss homosexuality, poverty, or inequality from the pulpit, they are doing so 
in ways that are controversial and tied to debates over policies or values (Djupe and Gilbert 
2003; Guth et al. 1997; Neiheisel et al. 2009). However, given the uncertainty clergy express in 
their own views and the range of arguments clergy report discussing from the pulpit, there are 
many apolitical ways clergy could engage with social issues. For example, the questions about 
homosexuality asked in Djupe and Olson (2013) include arguments related to whether the Bible 
supports or opposes same sex marriage and concerns over how debates over sexuality threaten 
denominational unity. Using the Bible to take a stance on same sex marriage could represent a 
prophetic argument, as clergy are speaking out with the authority of the Bible, but downplaying 
the importance of homosexuality in support of a broader call for denominational unity would 
reflect pragmatic concerns. Without disentangling the multiple arguments clergy make when 
they discuss homosexuality, we are unable to see whether and how clergy may engage with 
arguments that reflect both prophetic and pragmatic concerns. 
Lastly, highlighting one venue for clergy political speech, weekly sermons, focuses our 
attention on the times in which clergy speak publicly and directly to their congregations. 
Investigating what clergy say in their sermons specifically is important because of the ubiquity of 
sermons as part of weekly worship services (Chaves and Eagle 2015). Sermons also represent 
“moral text” and are shared within moral communities (Durkheim 1995; Graham, Haidt, and 
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Nosek 2009:1038; Stark et al. 1971). As a result, sermons represent a key time in which clergy 
have the opportunity to share their views with the members of their congregations (Djupe and 
Friesen 2018; Fuist 2017). For the approximately 40% of Americans likely to attend religious 
services in a given week (Pearce and Gilliland 2020), clergy speech within worship services is 
one of the most consistent times religious attendees hear messages from religious leaders. 
Mainline Protestants and Debates over Homosexuality  
I selected a single topic for investigation of prophetic and pragmatic clergy speech: 
debates over homosexuality in a mainline Protestant denomination. LGBTQ inclusion, 
specifically same sex marriage and ordination of openly gay and lesbian clergy, represents an 
important and ongoing dilemma for mainline Protestants at both the denominational and 
congregational levels (Cadge 2002; Olson et al. 2011). Debates over homosexuality encompass 
multiple concerns, including interpretation of the Bible, appropriate contexts for family and 
reproduction, what the church should be teaching about sexuality, and who is qualified to lead 
and serve the church (Cadge 2002; Olson and Cadge 2002). Religious views on homosexuality 
are more complex than simply for or against, ranging from using the Bible to argue LGBTQ 
people will be condemned to using the same text to affirm LGBTQ people are loved by God 
(Moon 2014). These debates also have consequences for social justice and equality for a 
marginalized group, which is a traditional concern of mainline Protestant denominations and 
clergy (Guth et al. 1997; Wuthnow 1988, 2002). Given their ongoing nature, clergy are also 
aware of how debates over homosexuality threaten denominational unity and can lead to schism 
(Olson and Cadge 2002). 
Denominational debates could trickle down into congregations, but congregations 
generally are not in conflict over homosexuality (Cadge, Day, and Wildeman 2007; Cadge, 
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Olson, and Wildeman 2008; Olson et al. 2011). Both clergy and congregants generally do not 
want their denominations to make official statements on LGBTQ inclusion, particularly if they 
support LGBTQ inclusion and expect their denomination would pass restrictive policies (Djupe, 
Olson, and Gilbert 2006). As noted above, clergy play an important role in shaping how 
congregations navigate debates over homosexuality. Some clergy take on the role of advocate to 
promote a particular stance, while other clergy seek to facilitate conversations from a range of 
viewpoints (Cadge and Wildeman 2008). Clergy also face the challenge of navigating both 
denominational expectations, as they are accountable to their denomination’s rules and policies, 
and the needs of their congregations (Ammerman 2006; Neiheisel and Djupe 2008). As a result, 
clergy are likely to respond differently to denominational debates over homosexuality depending 
on their community and congregational context. 
Because debates over homosexuality span issues of theology, inclusion, and 
organizational stability, analyzing how clergy discuss homosexuality is an important site to 
investigate the prophetic and pragmatic speech of clergy. For this project, I focus on debates 
within one mainline Protestant denomination, the UMC. 
Responding to LGBTQ Exclusion the United Methodist Church 
For this project, I focus on the UMC, the largest mainline Protestant denomination in the 
U.S. (Pew Research Center 2015), because of its recent and highly-publicized denominational 
vote. The UMC is an increasingly global denomination, with higher rates of growth in recent 
decades in more conservative areas around the world than in the U.S. (Hahn 2019), and the UMC 
has debated homosexuality at the denominational level for over four decades. The UMC initially 
declared that all persons are of “sacred worth” in a set of social principles, but in 1972 they 
added what is now known as the “incompatibility clause;” this text declares the practice of 
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homosexuality to be “incompatible with Christian teaching” (Udis-Kessler 2008; United 
Methodist Church 2016:113). Most recently, the 2019 GC was a special meeting organized 
specifically to consider homosexuality. The delegates voted in favor of the “Traditional Plan” 
that preserves prohibitions against same sex marriage and ordination of LGBTQ individuals 
(United Methodist Communications n.d.). As one consequence of this plan, clergy are now 
subject to increased denominational control; the denomination can suspend clergy for conducting 
same sex marriages. However, the UMC also has a growing network of congregations affiliated 
with the Reconciling Ministries Network, a UMC organization that provides support for 
congregations practicing LGBTQ inclusion (Udis-Kessler 2008; UMC Reconciling Ministries 
Network n.d.). As a result, there is considerable variation across UMC congregations and clergy 
in terms of LGBTQ support, regardless of the official rules of the denomination.  
To analyze the prophetic and pragmatic ways UMC clergy respond to this debate and 
decision, I collected a sample of sermons from weeks surrounding the 2019 GC. The UMC’s 
exclusive policies are likely to spark prophetic responses from many clergy who seek to affirm 
LGBTQ people in response to the exclusive policies, and they may rely on authority sources like 
the Bible and the language of civil rights and justice in their responses. At the same time, clergy 
may also be concerned with how these debates threaten the UMC and could cause conflict in 
their congregations. As a result, clergy may prioritize pragmatic concerns by offering messages 
of denominational unity and support for multiple viewpoints on homosexuality. Do clergy 
respond with “prophetic boldness” in defense of a marginalized population (Guth et al. 
1997:193), or do pragmatic discussions provide further evidence that clergy are constrained 
actors? This analysis has important implications for understanding whether and how clergy serve 
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as political actors and the potential impact of the “quiet” voice of mainline Protestants in 
combatting inequality (Lichterman and Williams 2017; Wuthnow 2002). 
DATA AND METHODS 
Data 
 For this case study of UMC clergy responses, I began with a nationally representative 
sample of UMC congregations constructed by sampling 50 congressional districts in the U.S. 
Within each of the 50 congressional districts, we then used the UMC’s “Find a Church” feature 
to identify twelve UMC congregations located around a central geographic location in each 
district. The congregations had to have an email address and hold at least one service in English 
to be included. The resulting sample for UMC congregations includes 601 churches from around 
the U.S. Since this sample was collected using geographic information, we also collected the 
state in which each congregation is located and whether the area is an urbanized area (population 
of 50,000 or more), an urban cluster (population between 2,500 and 50,000), or a rural area 
(population less than 2,500). Additionally, we collected data on the size of the congregation as 
reported on the UMC website at the time the sample was constructed (2017). 
 To collect sermons, we used this list of UMC congregations to search for church websites 
or social media pages. For each congregation, we looked for sermons or services posted publicly. 
We focused on three dates surrounding the 2019 GC, which lasted from February 23-February 
26. On Sunday, February 24, clergy were preparing their congregations for the start of this 
important denominational meeting, praying for the conference, and explaining the plans under 
consideration. March 3 was the first Sunday after the GC decision and the first opportunity for 
clergy to respond to the vote in a worship service. We include the third week, March 10, to 
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collect any additional insights clergy offer ten days after the vote. Some sermons were posted as 
documents, but most of the sermons were posted as audio or video files and then transcribed.  
In this sample, there were multiple congregations that had data beyond the expected 
range of zero to three sermons for each congregation. Some congregations had multiple services 
each week and recorded all of them, and a few of the congregations hold services at multiple 
campuses under the umbrella of a single church name. We took an inclusive approach and 
collected all data available directly related to the congregation’s sermons and worship services in 
those three target weeks. We did not explicitly search for non-sermon or worship service data, 
but non-sermon videos that reference GC were often interspersed within the uploads for our 
target dates and are included in our sample. These typically include statements responding to the 
vote, either from the pastor or from regional denominational leaders. 
 As Table 2.1 illustrates, approximately one third of the congregations in this sample have 
ever posted a sermon online. Within that proportion, a quarter of the congregations have a 
sermon within our focal weeks. Moreover, 23% of the congregations in this sample do not have a 
functioning website. We would expect the likelihood of recording and posting sermons to vary 
by congregation characteristics, such as level of resources and number of staff. Samples of online 
sermons tend to be more urban and skewed toward larger congregations (Pew Research Center 
2019), evident in this sample (see Table 2.2). The majority of the sermons come from urban 
congregations with an average size of 363 people. This sample bias is important to keep in mind, 
but it also suggests that we are capturing sermons heard in larger congregations by more people. 
 The full sample of sermons for this project is 455 sermons from 159 congregations. 
Tables 2.2 and 2.3 demonstrate the distribution at the level of sermons and of congregations. The 
majority of the congregations in the sample have sermons available for all three focal weeks.  
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Methods 
  To analyze these sermons, I use qualitative coding methods to identify the major themes 
of the sermons and variation in how clergy address the vote. I am following a grounded theory 
method outlined in Charmaz (2014) to engage in inductive analysis. My coding process began 
with identifying some of the emergent themes, such as how clergy interpret what the Bible says 
about homosexuality and the common feeling of disappointment among clergy in response to 
GC. Within these themes, I then conducted top-down coding, or elaborative coding (Auerbach 
and Silverstein 2003; Saldaña 2016), in which I applied theoretical concepts from previous work 
to think about the sermon data in different ways. This process enabled me to engage in the 
iterative and simultaneous processes of moving between analyzing the data and examining 
previous literature. As part of the coding process, I have also written analytic memos to record 
initial themes and ideas as they emerged from the data (Charmaz 2014). 
In my analysis below, I focus on three themes within these sermons: how clergy express 
their disappointment with GC, how clergy engage with Biblical debates over homosexuality, and 
how clergy narrate ongoing denominational conflict. These three aspects of their responses are 
related to previous work on how clergy address homosexuality by offering a Biblical stance on 
sexuality, presenting the debate as one of justice and inclusion for LGBTQ people, and 
navigating denominational conflict (Djupe and Olson 2013; Neiheisel and Djupe 2008; Olson 
and Cadge 2002). With these theoretical expectations in mind from previous work, I conducted 
additional rounds of coding to consider how the different frames clergy use reflect prophetic and 
pragmatic concerns. By taking this approach to coding, I am able to “refine theoretical concepts” 
from previous work (Auerbach and Silverstein 2003:104; Saldaña 2016).  
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RESULTS 
 As an initial overview, I present a basic count of how many sermons and congregations 
discuss GC in Table 2.4 to show denominational conflict and homosexuality were salient 
concerns for many clergy in these three weeks. First, it is important to highlight that 
approximately half of the sermons in this sample across all dates do not discuss GC, but only 
23% of congregations never discuss GC. On February 24th and March 3rd, a majority of sermons 
at least mention GC. These numbers are relatively similar across geographic regions, but smaller 
proportions of sermons from congregations in the South and from rural areas mention GC as 
compared to other regions and urban areas. Though we do not know the reasons why clergy did 
not discuss GC in their sermons, this could represent a fully pragmatic response: avoiding 
discussion of GC to prevent conflict or member dissatisfaction. 
Across this sample as a whole, there are also very few sermons that explicitly mention 
being satisfied with the vote. This could be a sample bias owing to underrepresentation of 
smaller and rural congregations. Additionally, though vote patterns across demographics are not 
public, many speculate that the Traditional Plan passed because of majority support from the 
growing population of UMC congregations outside of the U.S., namely in Africa and South Asia 
(Gjelten 2019). As a result, focusing solely on UMC congregations in the U.S. misses some of 
the more conservative congregations. At the same time, it could reflect an empirical finding 
related to which clergy engage political matters from the pulpit. Clergy who see themselves in 
the majority perspective may perceive little reason to speak up; their views are codified in UMC 
policies. Additionally, clergy who perceive their views are not well-represented in their 
community are more likely to speak publicly about political issues (Djupe and Gilbert 2003). In 
this case, a similar effect may be occurring at the denominational level: because GC passed the 
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traditional plan, clergy who are opposed see themselves in a minority status and feel motivated to 
speak out in a prophetic way. Though I cannot test this empirically, the lack of explicit 
satisfaction with the vote provides tentative evidence for this conclusion.  
 Overall, my analysis finds that prophetic and pragmatic concerns are apparent throughout 
clergy responses, and they are sometimes discussed side-by-side. Table 2.5 provides a count of 
these types of responses across the subsample of sermons that engage with the focal themes at 
the sermon and congregational levels; this can serve as a reference point for the relative 
frequency of each theme as I describe and analyze them below. 
Expressing Disappointment with the Vote 
As the first site for analyzing the prophetic and pragmatic voice of clergy, we can 
investigate how clergy express their disappointment with the vote. Clergy take on a prophetic 
voice to explicitly name how LGBTQ people are harmed and marginalized by this decision, but 
clergy are also disappointed over pragmatic concerns related to the denomination.  
The majority of clergy who mentioned feeling disappointed or sad in response to the vote 
referenced the harm caused by GC and the vote, especially for LGBTQ people. Clergy’s 
disappointment and sadness for LGBTQ people is often posed in strong language, such as one 
pastor who observes: 
This last week, our General Conference of our United Methodist Church passed a 
resolution that, for them, felt like a victory, for the people who voted that way; for a lot of 
us, it feels like a crucifixion. They chose to intensify our official persecution of a whole 
class of people, to condemn all of those lesbian, gay, trans, bisexual, asexual, everybody, 
just lump them all together and decide that they are contrary to Christian teaching. Now 
for some of us that feels like death. (185, 3/3/19) 
 
In many sermons, clergy clearly name LGBTQ people as targeted and harmed by the decision of 
the GC, using the language of exclusion, marginalization, and injustice. As one pastor reflects, 
“And I worry that, because of the fighting, because of the arguments and because of the 
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traditional plan passing, instead that it communicates to LGBTQ folks who are already 
marginalized that the margins are where they belong and should stay” (1722, 3/3/19). In their 
responses, clergy are clear that the traditional plan is harmful for LGBTQ people. 
 I argue clergy are taking on a prophetic voice when they make it clear that the vote, made 
by delegates who represent the UMC, harmed LGBTQ people. In some cases they speak directly 
to LGBTQ people who may be sitting in their pews to offer an apology. However, one notable 
aspect of their responses is that there is not a clear enemy clergy can oppose. Only in one case 
does a pastor explicitly name “traditionalists” in the UMC as responsible for causing this harm: 
“I think we're at [a splitting] point with the traditionalist faction of our denomination. The harm 
that has been inflicted on the LGBTQ plus community is so great and so pervasive that to be 
honest, I'm at a point where some form of separation is a must” (822, 3/10/19). More often, 
clergy express their disappointment with the denomination or with the specific traditional plan 
that was passed, but not in a way that identifies a group against which they are being prophetic.  
 Other aspects of clergy disappointment include pragmatic concerns related to 
denominational unity and the public image of the UMC. Only a small subsample of clergy name 
pragmatic concerns without also acknowledging the harm GC caused, but a sizeable minority of 
the sermons that mention the harm caused for LGBTQ people also name pragmatic concerns. 
For many clergy, GC made it clear that the UMC has deep divisions. In their sermons, 
clergy often describe the UMC as a “big tent” denomination that allows people to disagree on 
various issues while still remaining united. For these clergy, denominational unity is a key 
concern in the midst of these debates. As one pastor notes,  
The family that I call the United Methodist Church...had a fight last week. It's a fight that 
actually started when I was very young, and one that I think the enemy of the kingdom of 
God has been using to divide us for far, far too long. Members of the family came 
together trying to find a way forward that could somehow preserve our precious unity, 
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but instead made decisions that may have only added fuel to the fire and may 
unavoidably lead to a painful divorce. I pray that's not the case. You have no idea how I 
pray that's not the case. (1354, 3/3/19) 
 
In this sermon, the GC was primarily about how to maintain denominational unity rather than 
setting official policies on homosexuality. This theme of unity was also evident in how the 
denomination framed their special conference in 2019, as the committee tasked with 
brainstorming plans was titled “Commission on a Way Forward.” Another pastor who describes 
both goals of unity and policy-setting notes, “this week our denomination came together to 
decide where we stand on issues of human sexuality; we came under the auspices of seeking a 
way forward as a united church” (1535, 3/3/19). As these excerpts demonstrate, the GC was 
tasked not only with making a decision on policies related to same sex marriage and LGBTQ 
ordination but also maintaining denominational unity. On this theme, clergy also share their 
disbelief that police and security guards were necessary to control demonstrators at GC and their 
disappointment with the “horrible things” (991, 3/3/19) said during the conference. With these 
responses, clergy express their pragmatic concerns related to how divisive debates threaten 
denominational unity. 
 With the goal of unity but the reality of divisiveness at GC, clergy also share 
disappointment with how the public image of the UMC was also harmed. In particular, clergy are 
disappointed by how news organizations responded to GC and described the denomination in 
their reports. As one pastor describes,  
It is discouraging because I felt like there was a moderate path forward that we could 
have followed that…really did allow for each person, each church to make up their own 
mind for themselves and to allow that freedom of conscience. And I really do feel that's 
the Methodist way…to make up our own minds on things, and not have a denomination 
that forces us to be a certain way… There was an opportunity for us to just show love, to 
basically show love for people in our communities that was missed. And so the headlines 
that were given were not loving. They did not demonstrate a loving church. (545, 3/3/19)  
 
 68 
This pastor’s disappointment reflects a combination of pragmatic concerns related to both 
denominational unity and how the UMC appears to outsiders. Another pastor describes the 
public response to GC by saying,  
Observers note that the church just spent millions of dollars on a conference so they 
could be mean to each other while deciding whom they can keep out of a church whose 
numbers are already in decline. It is rotten publicity. It is not a proud moment for us. 
(636, 3/3/19) 
 
Not only is the UMC divided internally, but the GC also may have hurt their external image. 
 To conclude this section, I highlight a few examples of how clergy’s disappointment 
includes pragmatic and prophetic concerns to show that these responses are not distinct and 
instead are offered side-by-side in a subsample of sermons. As one pastor describes succinctly,  
My heart is heavy and weary this morning after witnessing the conflict that has resulted 
in palpable pain and grief across the spectrum of our church, and particularly for our 
LGBTQ members. My heart is heavy and weary that this conflict is threatening to tear 
apart the body of the United Methodist Church. (3342, 3/3/19) 
 
In this excerpt, concerns for both the harm caused for LGBTQ people and for denominational 
unity are sources of grief. Another pastor balances these concerns alongside a more direct 
comment about knowing people in their congregation will disagree on their views.  
The hope was that we could come to a place where we could accept the fact that we are a 
divided denomination…and somehow remain as a united church under a very big 
umbrella that had a place for many… Instead, the decisions that were made created a 
more rigid, a more unjust denomination in which not only gay and lesbian and bisexual 
and transgender people feel even more marginalized and second class citizens, but it also 
penalizes those who would stand with them as advocates and in support… I welcome 
your responses, your hopes, your dreams, but I also recognize that we are not all of one 
mind ourselves as a congregation. And I do want to respect that and recognize that each 
of us has to live by our own consciences. And so if ever you feel as though what I am 
saying to you is robbing you of your dignity or robbing you of your conscience, please let 
me know that as well. (188, 3/3/19) 
 
In their response, this pastor moves from their hope for denominational unity to the 
marginalization of LGBTQ people, and they conclude with reassurance that listeners do not have 
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to agree. In effect, this discussion balances organizational maintenance at the denominational 
level and the congregational level by prioritizing unity but allowing for disagreement. 
 Throughout clergy discussions of their disappointment, we see how some clergy 
incorporate both prophetic and pragmatic concerns. Clergy most often name how LGBTQ people 
are marginalized and harmed by the prohibitions on same sex marriage and LGBTQ ordination 
in the UMC. A small subsample of clergy only name pragmatic concerns for denominational 
unity or the negative publicity the UMC received, but a larger subsample mention both prophetic 
and pragmatic concerns (see Table 2.5). In these excerpts, we see how both concerns are present 
in clergy rhetoric and how they are interwoven with each other in the same response. 
Debating Biblical Interpretation 
One of the key factors in debates over homosexuality across religious organizations is 
how different people interpret the Bible on homosexuality (Cadge 2002; Moon 2014; Olson and 
Cadge 2002). As a result, previous work asking how clergy discuss homosexuality has asked 
clergy about what God or scripture say about same sex marriage and LGBTQ ordination (Djupe 
and Neiheisel 2008; Djupe and Olson 2013). In my direct examination of what clergy 
communicate in their sermons, I find that clergy offer either prophetic or pragmatic responses 
when engaging with debates over Biblical interpretation and few sermons incorporate both when 
discussing the Bible on homosexuality. 
When clergy in this sample draw on the Bible to discuss homosexuality, they are most 
directly rejecting the claim that homosexuality is clearly wrong according to the Bible. Because 
the current policy in the UMC is that homosexuality is “inconsistent with Christian teaching,” 
speaking against this interpretation represents a prophetic response against the UMC. First, many 
clergy reject a clear condemnation of homosexuality by drawing on a long list of other 
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commands found in the Bible they argue people ignore. In some cases, these references include 
seemingly trivial Bible verses, such as a reference to one verse that says people should only 
drink wine instead of water (992, 3/3/19). As one pastor explains, 
There are basically five or six scriptural passages that deal with homosexuality. Three of 
those are in the Old Testament. Now certainly we don't throw out the Old Testament, but 
I do want to ask, kind of in a kidding way, how many of you have eaten pork recently? 
How many of you have eaten shellfish recently? Did you know that both are mentioned 
in the book of Leviticus as a sin? (1359, 3/3/19) 
 
Other pastors mention more serious examples of things condoned in the Bible, including 
genocide, sexual violence, and slavery (2256, 3/10/19). With these connections, clergy downplay 
the salience of homosexuality: there are other parts of the Bible that are generally ignored, 
calling into question whether the few passages about homosexuality are still relevant.  
Similarly, clergy explain in their sermons that UMC policies specifically against same 
sex marriage and ordination of openly gay and lesbian pastors suggest verses on homosexuality 
are more important than other verses. For example, pastors mentioned that divorce and 
remarriage are wrong according to a strict interpretation of the Bible, but those verses are not 
used to ban divorced clergy from the UMC. In this way, one pastor argues that the UMC is 
“raising homosexuality as above and as the only automatically disqualifying characteristic for 
ordination” (2796, GC special message). Another common example mentioned across the 
sermons is the ordination of women, which the UMC passed in 1956 (Ask the UMC n.d.). As 
one pastor notes, the Bible “says more about the role of women, women keeping silent in church, 
women praying with their heads covered, women not teaching men, women submitting to men” 
than same sex marriage (2256, 3/10/19). Just as the UMC changed their interpretation of 
scripture previously to allow women to lead congregations, clergy argue passages related to 
homosexuality should be re-interpreted to support LGBTQ inclusion.  
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Lastly, to refute a condemnation of homosexuality according to the Bible, many clergy 
also emphasize the need to consider the big picture of the Bible. In their view, the overarching 
message is one of love. As one pastor notes,  
In my theology and my reading of Scripture [we] always must begin with what Jesus 
taught as the most important commandment: the axis of love. Love God and love our 
fellow human beings. Does this decision or way of being or policy decision, does it sync 
with a love of God? Does it sync with the care for all of God's children? Is this a loving 
decision? Is this a loving policy? (1000, 2/24/19) 
 
With these cases, clergy diminish the relevance of a few verses in the Bible that are specifically 
about homosexuality by instead arguing for a general theme of love in the Bible. Regardless of 
the interpretation of those specific verses, clergy say the most important lens for interpreting the 
Bible on homosexuality should be the theme of love. In their view, the message of God’s love 
does not align with excluding people from marriage and ordination. 
 The frames described above represent ways clergy take on a prophetic voice in response 
to the UMC’s stance that same sex marriage and the ordination of openly gay and lesbian people 
are wrong according to the Bible. In response to the affirmation of exclusive policies at the 2019 
GC, clergy argue homosexuality is not definitively wrong according to the Bible and should not 
be singled out in UMC rules. Moreover, the mainline Protestant and UMC values of biblical 
interpretation and diversity of thought (Green 2004; Guth et al. 1997; Wuthnow 1988) are 
evident in how clergy discuss what the Bible says about homosexuality. Clergy in these excerpts 
reject the conclusion that homosexuality is clearly wrong according to the Bible, but they do not 
suggest listeners must adopt an inclusive interpretation instead. Instead, they argue using one’s 
own reason and experiences is a distinctively Methodist approach to interpreting the Bible, 
shifting biblical interpretation to the individual level instead of a single, decisive interpretation. 
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Beyond complicating the idea that homosexuality is clearly wrong, other clergy engage 
with debates over biblical interpretation in ways that reflect pragmatic concerns. Some pastors 
explain that people do not have to believe a certain thing about homosexuality: “The Christian 
Church is not of one mind and has never been of one mind regarding whether or not 
homosexuality is sinful. There are many faithful Christians who believe it to be so. There are 
also many faithful Christians who believe it is not” (2796, 3/3/19). With this type of message, 
clergy affirm that it is acceptable for people to have different beliefs.  
To add to this flexibility, a few clergy demonstrate a deliberative framework in which 
they provide multiple interpretations of common Bible verses related to homosexuality. For 
example, one sermon that discussed homosexuality extensively began with the pastor saying they 
wanted to give listeners “the best of [both sides’] interpretations” (361, 3/3/19). This pastor 
concludes the sermon by saying that they do not care which view people support, but listeners 
now have the knowledge of multiple perspectives to make their decision. Another pastor 
explicitly mentions they believe homosexuality is incompatible with the Bible but then explains 
how supporters of LGBTQ inclusion read and understand the verses related to homosexuality. 
Offering Biblical discussions for the views of both proponents and opponents of LGBTQ 
inclusion is only evident in a few congregations, but they represent important evidence of how 
clergy engage in deliberation from the pulpit.  
In their approach to discussing the Bible and homosexuality, most clergy take on a 
prophetic voice to reject the belief that homosexuality is incompatible with the Bible. Few clergy 
combine a prophetic and pragmatic approach to interpreting the Bible, but we see other clergy 
employing a purely pragmatic strategy to endorse multiple viewpoints in a way that may not 
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alienate those who oppose homosexuality. Clergy do not say LGBTQ people are unequivocally 
supported accorded to the Bible, but they complicate the interpretation that they are condemned.  
As a final note, explicit discussions of what the Bible says about homosexuality are less 
common than the more general mentions of the harm caused for LGBTQ people by the decision. 
The Bible represents one of the core sources of authority for religious communities, so we may 
expect more of a discussion of the Bible in their rejection of the vote. Instead, the more common 
language of harm suggests some secularization of religious attitudes on homosexuality in which 
religious leaders use the language of human rights and psychological harm over biblical 
authority (Thomas 2013). Instead of supporting homosexuality because of a particular Biblical 
interpretation, which only a subsample of congregations discuss, the more important reason is a 
desire to love everyone and not cause harm. 
Narrating Denominational Progress 
As a final section, I highlight one particular set of responses that I argue represent a clear 
prophetic voice that still can function as organizational maintenance. Though less common than 
the other themes, some clergy respond to current debates over homosexuality by contextualizing 
it within previous debates over inclusion. In this view, the traditional plan is representative of a 
long line of exclusive practices within religious institutions. As one pastor notes,  
Sadly, exclusion and exclusive practices is not new to the Church of Jesus Christ, to the 
Universal Church or the Methodist Church that we call the United Methodist Church. 
Historically, we've practiced economic exclusion, racial exclusion, gender exclusion, and 
now sexuality exclusion… In 1968, fifty-one years ago, African Americans were 
appealing to a racially prejudiced Methodist church for inclusion. And today, fifty-one 
years later, in 2019, members of the LGBTQIA community are appealing to a sexually 
prejudiced Methodist church for inclusion. (992, 3/3/19) 
 
Just as Black people fought for inclusion in the UMC half a century ago, LGBTQ people are 
fighting for inclusion now. Most often, clergy connect to previous debates over slavery, racially 
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segregated churches, and women’s ordination. Current debates over LGBTQ inclusion connect 
to previous UMC debates and to broader movements, as another pastor explains: 
The [Holy] Spirit led abolitionists to a bold faith that would not stop until enslaved Black 
people were free. And others on the wrong side of history worked tirelessly to legislate 
against that kind of freedom. That same Spirit led suffragettes to a bold faith that would 
not be slowed until women had a right to vote. And others on the wrong side of history 
tried to work against that kind of freedom…And this day, the Spirit is leading our first 
openly gay bishop, and gay and lesbian pastors, and their allies to boldly be a church for 
all. (1894, 3/3/19) 
 
In these types of responses, clergy are clearly connecting debates over homosexuality to broader 
issues of inclusion, justice, and equality. By making this an issue of justice and inclusion, clergy 
comments represent a prophetic voice calling for the denomination to recognize this pattern of 
exclusion and take action. 
 However, these excerpts could also function as pragmatic responses in that they construct 
a narrative of denominational progress in which the UMC will eventually overturn their 
exclusive decisions, just as the UMC eventually rejected segregation and supported women’s 
ordination. The excerpt above that describes the Holy Spirit concludes with a question that shifts 
the responsibility back to listeners: “And so friends, I believe our question this morning is, what 
bold faith might the spirit be stirring in you and in all of us?” (1894, 3/3/19). The UMC may 
have made the wrong decision in this moment, but clergy suggest that with some individual-level 
commitment, people can fight back against this decision. Other clergy offer more optimism 
directly related to denominational change. After describing a series of “defining moments,” such 
as when the UMC split over slavery, the pastor concludes: “In these defining moments, we don't 
always do it perfectly. Ultimately, I think we get there” (1174, 3/3/19). By taking a long view of 
UMC history, clergy suggest the UMC will ultimately move toward inclusion. 
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By putting debates over homosexuality alongside historical debates over slavery, 
segregation, and women’s ordination, clergy are naming homosexuality as an issue of justice and 
inclusion and are speaking prophetically in support of LGBTQ inclusion. In doing so, they also 
construct a narrative in which the denomination is always moving toward progress; the UMC 
will inevitably support LGBTQ inclusion one day, even if it did not in 2019. With this 
framework, clergy both offer a prophetic voice that homosexuality is an issue of inclusion and 
equality for a marginalized group and provide a way for dissatisfied listeners to remain 
committed to the UMC. If listeners assume the denomination will eventually get it right, and that 
they have a role to play in bringing about change, they may not perceive an immediate reason to 
leave their church and the UMC. Though the assumption of eventual progress may be a flawed 
notion (see Seamster and Ray 2018), this narrative enables clergy and congregations to remain 
committed to the UMC despite their disappointment. 
DISCUSSION 
Across their responses, UMC clergy engage with both prophetic and pragmatic aspects of 
debates over LGBTQ inclusion and the recent denominational vote. First, I demonstrate the 
overall disappointment among many clergy following the vote. Clergy express their 
disappointment using both prophetic and pragmatic language, including concern for the 
continued marginalization of LGBTQ people in the UMC and the unity of the UMC. Then, I 
focus on how clergy engage with debates over Biblical interpretation with similarly prophetic or 
pragmatic responses; some speak against LGBTQ exclusion according to the Bible and the UMC 
and others allow for flexible interpretation within their congregations. Lastly, clergy argue the 
current debates over same sex marriage and the ordination of openly gay and lesbian people are 
the most recent iteration of a long history of exclusive and unjust decisions; however, they 
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maintain a source of hope for listeners who feel disappointed by narrating that the denomination 
will eventually move toward progress. Below, I highlight the implications of these co-occurring 
prophetic and pragmatic responses for evaluating the role of clergy in public life. 
Overall, this analysis of UMC sermons enable us to see that denominational conflict 
sparks discussion of homosexuality and that clergy’s sermons incorporate both prophetic and 
pragmatic responses. One important limitation to acknowledge is that without knowing more 
about clergy attitudes and the views of their congregations, we are unable to assess whether the 
clergy responses I categorize as prophetic or pragmatic would be assessed in the same way by 
their congregants. For example, in congregations where attendees have little loyalty to the 
denomination (Djupe and Gilbert 2003, 2008b), speaking out against the denomination’s 
decision may represent a pragmatic response rather than a prophetic one. Similarly, clergy may 
not agree that the denomination’s decision harmed LGBTQ people, but they offer that response 
to appease congregants who are disappointed by the vote. However, engaging with themes of 
justice and inclusion and speaking with the authority of the Bible still reflect expectations from 
previous research on how clergy engage with controversial issues in prophetic ways. In the same 
way, since GC represents a denominational debate and a decision about homosexuality, engaging 
solely with the aspects that are tied to denominational unity or minimizing congregational 
conflict represents a pragmatic approach. In this case, rather than seeing those as separate 
impulses, we see how both aspects can be mentioned alongside each other.  
Additionally, clergy responses in this sample are shaped by the context of this case and 
the construction of this sample. The UMC’s ongoing debates over homosexuality, the details of 
the plans under consideration, and the remaining uncertainty within these weeks of sermons all 
contribute to why clergy respond in certain ways. For example, previous work has focused on 
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how clergy report addressing homosexuality in the midst of political debates over LGBTQ civil 
rights and the legalization of same sex marriage, so political frames were more salient to clergy 
(Djupe and Neiheisel 2008). For this study, the main contention is a denominational debate, so 
their responses are less focused on political or community conflict over homosexuality and 
instead on denominational debates.   
 This context is important because the nature of denominational debates and divisions 
shapes the prophetic voice of clergy. The UMC vote was decided by a set of UMC clergy and lay 
people from around the world who served as delegates, and clergy generally do not pinpoint an 
enemy or someone to blame. Additionally, there was still considerable uncertainty in the weeks 
immediately following GC because the policies had to be reviewed by the UMC Judicial Council 
before they could take effect. This uncertainty was clear in the sermons when clergy addressed 
how listeners should respond to this debate, and many pastors expected the debate would 
continue at the next GC the following year. With this constraint of remaining uncertainty, clergy 
offer their prophetic voice in support of LGBTQ people who may feel hurt in response to the 
decision without a call to action against the denomination or a strong critique of the 
denomination beyond the harm it caused. In this way, the complexity of how denominational 
decisions are made and enacted limits the prophetic voice of clergy in their immediate responses. 
As part of their pragmatic concerns, if clergy name the denomination as their enemy and call for 
people to reject it, clergy run the risk of threatening organizational stability.  
 When congregations disagree with denominational decisions, or when denominations are 
in conflict, two of the available options for dissatisfied congregations are to exit the 
denomination or to voice their concerns (Ammerman 1990; Hirschman 1970). In this case, we 
see clergy are willing to express their disappointment with the vote, but we see little related to 
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exiting. Conversations about schism or disaffiliation certainly may be happening elsewhere in 
congregations, both informally and formally, but they are not a prospect clergy are eager to 
mention in their sermons. From an organizational maintenance point of view, this absence is 
unsurprising: clergy need to keep their members and finances stable (Calfano et al. 2014; Chaves 
2004), and leaving denominations carries logistical challenges tied to clergy authority and 
property (Ammerman 2006). As the UMC prepares for more debates at their next GC, including 
consideration of a plan for denominational schism, we would not expect to see explicit 
discussions from clergy about schism and disaffiliation from the pulpit. Rather, those 
conversations are likely to occur in other deliberative spaces within congregations, such as adult 
education classes and small groups (Djupe and Olson 2013; Neiheisel et al. 2009). 
 With the particularities of this case in mind, this analysis still offers important insight as 
to clergy speech on controversial issues today. By analyzing the content of clergy speech on both 
homosexuality and denominational conflict, we are able to see that prophetic and pragmatic 
responses are not mutually exclusive and instead are interwoven in clergy sermons. In response 
to an exclusive decision by the UMC, clergy in this sample are quick to offer their support for 
LGBTQ people and reject literalist Biblical interpretations. At the same time, they share their 
pain for the denomination’s image and maintain space for disagreement within their 
congregations.  
Analyses of clergy speech investigate how clergy discuss social issues with the 
expectation, though sometimes implicit, that clergy use public speech “to persuade people, to 
influence attitudes and actions” (Campbell and Pettigrew 1959:99). Put differently, when clergy 
discuss social issues, they are doing so in a way that can shape individual beliefs. In line with 
this interest, recent analyses have used experimental methods to more directly measure how 
 79 
exposure to religious messages shapes individual attitudes and political views (Djupe and 
Calfano 2013; Djupe and Gwiasda 2010). However, as this analysis shows, there are many ways 
clergy can discuss homosexuality from the pulpit without offering political or moral messages 
that might have influence beyond this particular debate within the UMC. For example, clergy do 
not connect the UMC’s debates to political debates over anti-discrimination laws for LGBTQ 
people. In the same way, we can envision clergy discussing other social issues, such as hunger, 
poverty, and family problems, in ways that would not affect individuals’ political views. As a 
result, future research should seek to disentangle clergy speech that is tied to policy and 
controversial views from vague discussions that are less likely to impact individual attitudes. 
CONCLUSION 
 Tracing back to white Protestant clergy involvement in the civil rights movement, 
scholars have debated whether white clergy speak prophetically about social and political issues 
within their congregations and communities, or whether the potential backlash from congregants 
creates too great of a barrier. Across religious traditions, the preference for a “comfortable 
church culture” is common even in congregations engaged in social justice work (Delehanty 
2016). In previous work on clergy public speech, as Stark et al. (1971) identify, there is a 
consistent theme for the potential progressive white clergy have in combatting issues like 
inequality and prejudice by addressing them explicitly with their more conservative 
congregations. However, when conservative attitudes persist among religious attendees, it calls 
into question whether, first, clergy take up that goal, and second, whether they are effective 
(Stark et al. 1971).   
From this case, we see the potential voice of clergy remains relevant. Clergy within a 
denomination that prohibits same sex marriage and the ordination of openly gay and lesbian 
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people use their prophetic voice to support LGBTQ people and reject Biblical condemnation. 
However, the combination of both prophetic and pragmatic concerns in some sermons suggests 
less certainty in how these messages will be heard and received by the listeners in their pews. 
Disconnected from more explicit political discussions or calls to actions, clergy responses may 
serve as messages of comfort to a congregation disappointed to hear their denomination’s name 
in the news; they may not be interpreted as a call to support LGBTQ inclusion and marginalized 
communities more broadly. As a result, people in the pews are likely to find their position on the 
issue supported, regardless of which “side” they support. Thus, the potential impact of clergy on 
social or ideological change may be unrealized. 
In today’s context, the high volume of a conservative religious voice in politics could 
spark a greater prophetic voice from mainline Protestant clergy seeking to make their views 
known. Only a subsample of clergy in this sample are sitting on the sidelines in response to 
social issues, but the ways they engage with issues in their speech may not be clear enough to 
shape individual-level attitudes in a consistent way. At the same time, the organizational 
challenges facing mainline Protestants in the U.S. have only increased over the past few decades, 
which may encourage a more cautious and pragmatic approach to social engagement. With these 
concurrent challenges, holding the prophetic and pragmatic together will remain an ongoing 
concern for clergy.  
 81 
WORKS CITED 
Ammerman, Nancy. 2006. “Denominationalism/Congregationalism.” Pp. 353–71 in Handbook 
of Religion and Social Institutions, edited by H. R. Ebaugh. New York: Springer. 
Ammerman, Nancy Tatom. 1990. Baptist Battles: Social Change and Religious Conflict in the 
Southern Baptist Convention. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press. 
Ask the UMC. n.d. “When Did the Church First Ordain Women?” United Methodist Church. 
Retrieved February 18, 2021 (https://www.umc.org/en/content/ask-the-umc-when-did-
the-church-first-ordain-women). 
Auerbach, Carl, and Louise B. Silverstein. 2003. Qualitative Data: An Introduction to Coding 
and Analysis. Vol. 21. NYU press. 
Baunach, Dawn Michelle. 2012. “Changing Same-Sex Marriage Attitudes in America from 1988 
through 2010.” The Public Opinion Quarterly 76(2):364–78. 
Braunstein, Ruth, Todd Nicholas Fuist, and Rhys H. Williams, eds. 2017. Religion and 
Progressive Activism: New Stories About Faith and Politics. New York: NYU Press. 
Cadge, Wendy. 2002. “Vital Conflicts: The Mainline Denominations Debate Homosexuality.” 
Pp. 265–86 in The Quiet Hand of God: Faith-Based Activism and the Public Role of 
Mainline Protestantism, edited by R. Wuthnow and J. H. Evans. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 
Cadge, Wendy, Heather Day, and Christopher Wildeman. 2007. “Bridging the Denomination-
Congregation Divide: Evangelical Lutheran Church in America Congregations Respond 
to Homosexuality.” Review of Religious Research 48(3):245–59. 
Cadge, Wendy, Jennifer Girouard, Laura R. Olson, and Madison Lylerohr. 2012. “Uncertainty in 
Clergy’s Perspectives on Homosexuality: A Research Note.” Review of Religious 
Research 54(3):371–87. doi: 10.1007/s13644-012-0058-1. 
Cadge, Wendy, Laura R. Olson, and Christopher Wildeman. 2008. “How Denominational 
Resources Influence Debate about Homosexuality in Mainline Protestant Congregations.” 
Sociology of Religion 69(2):187–207. doi: 10.1093/socrel/69.2.187. 
Cadge, Wendy, and Christopher Wildeman. 2008. “Facilitators and Advocates: How Mainline 
Protestant Clergy Respond to Homosexuality.” Sociological Perspectives 51(3):587–603. 
doi: 10.1525/sop.2008.51.3.587. 
Calfano, Brian Robert, Elizabeth A. Oldmixon, and Mark Gray. 2014. “Strategically Prophetic 
Priests: An Analysis of Competing Principal Influence on Clergy Political Action.” 
Review of Religious Research 56(1):1–21. doi: 10.1007/s13644-013-0127-0. 
Campbell, Ernest Q., and Thomas F. Pettigrew. 1959. Christians in Racial Crisis: A Study of 
Little Rock’s Ministry. Washington: Public Affairs Press. 
 82 
Charmaz, Kathy. 2014. Constructing Grounded Theory. Second edition. London; Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 
Chaves, Mark. 2004. Congregations in America. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Chaves, Mark. 2017. American Religion: Contemporary Trends. Second edition. Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
Chaves, Mark, and Alison Eagle. 2015. Religious Congregations in 21st Century America: A 
Report from the National Congregations Study. Durham, NC: Department of Sociology, 
Duke University. 
Chetty, Raj, David Grusky, Maximilian Hell, Nathaniel Hendren, Robert Manduca, and Jimmy 
Narang. 2017. “The Fading American Dream: Trends in Absolute Income Mobility since 
1940.” Science 356(6336):398–406. 
Delehanty, John D. 2016. “Prophets of Resistance: Social Justice Activists Contesting 
Comfortable Church Culture.” Sociology of Religion 77(1):37–58. doi: 
10.1093/socrel/srv054. 
Djupe, Paul A. 2001. “Cardinal O’Connor and His Constituents: Differential Benefit Exchanges 
and Public Evaluations.” Pp. 188–202 in Christian Clergy in American Politics, edited by 
S. E. S. Crawford and L. R. Olson. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Brian R. Calfano. 2012. “The Deliberative Pulpit? The Democratic Norms 
and Practices of the PCUSA.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 51(1):90–109. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1468-5906.2011.01623.x. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Brian R. Calfano. 2013. “Religious Value Priming, Threat, and Political 
Tolerance.” Political Research Quarterly 66(4):768–80. doi: 
10.1177/1065912912471203. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Brian R. Calfano. 2019. “Communication Dynamics in Religion and 
Politics.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Amanda Friesen. 2018. “Moralizing to the Choir: The Moral Foundations of 
American Clergy.” Social Science Quarterly 99(2): 665-682. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Christopher P. Gilbert. 2003. The Prophetic Pulpit: Clergy, Churches, and 
Communities in American Politics. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Christopher P. Gilbert. 2008a. “Politics and Church: Byproduct or Central 
Mission?” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 47(1):45–62. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Christopher P. Gilbert. 2008b. The Political Influence of Churches. 
Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 83 
Djupe, Paul A., and Gregory W. Gwiasda. 2010. “Evangelizing the Environment: Decision 
Process Effects in Political Persuasion.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
49(1):73–86. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-5906.2009.01493.x. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Jacob R. Neiheisel. 2008. “Clergy Deliberation on Gay Rights and 
Homosexuality.” Polity 40(4):411–35. doi: 10.1057/palgrave.polity.2300095. 
Djupe, Paul A., and Jacob R. Neiheisel. 2019. “Political Mobilization in American 
Congregations: A Religious Economies Perspective.” Politics & Religion 12(1). 
Djupe, Paul A., and Laura R. Olson. 2013. “Public Deliberation about Gay Rights in Religious 
Contexts: Commitment to Deliberative Norms and Practice in ELCA Congregations.” 
Journal of Public Deliberation 9(1). 
Djupe, Paul A., Laura R. Olson, and Christopher P. Gilbert. 2006. “Whether to Adopt Statements 
on Homosexuality in Two Denominations: A Research Note.” Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion 45(4):609–21. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.00331.x. 
Durkheim, Émile. 1995. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: Free Press. 
Fuist, Todd Nicholas. 2017. “How Moral Talk Connects Faith and Social Justice.” in Religion 
and Progressive Activism: New Stories About Faith and Politics, edited by R. Braunstein, 
T. N. Fuist, and R. H. Williams. New York: NYU Press. 
Gjelten, Tom. 2019. “United Methodists Face Fractured Future.” NPR.Org, March 2. 
Graham, Jesse, Jonathan Haidt, and Brian A. Nosek. 2009. “Liberals and Conservatives Rely on 
Different Sets of Moral Foundations.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
96(5):1029–46. doi: 10.1037/a0015141. 
Green, John C. 2004. “United Methodist Church.” Pp. 83–98 in Pulpit and Politics: Clergy in 
American Politics at the Advent of the Millennium, edited by C. Smidt. Waco, TX: Baylor 
University Press. 
Guth, James L., John C. Green, Corwin E. Smidt, Lyman A. Kellstedt, and Margaret M. Poloma. 
1997. The Bully Pulpit: The Politics of Protestant Clergy. Lawrence, KS: University 
Press of Kansas. 
Hadden, Jeffrey K. 1969. The Gathering Storm in the Churches. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday. 
Hahn, Heather. 2019. “U. S. Membership Dips Below UMC Majority.” United Methodist 
Insight, November 25. 
Hirschman, Albert O. 1970. Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, 
Organizations, and States. Vol. 25. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Koller, Norman B., and Joseph D. Retzer. 1980. “The Sounds of Silence Revisited.” Sociology of 
Religion 41(2):155–61. doi: 10.2307/3709907. 
 84 
Lichterman, Paul, and Rhys H. Williams. 2017. “Cultural Challenges for Mainline Protestant 
Progressives.” Pp. 117–37 in Religion and Progressive Activism: New Stories About 
Faith and Politics, edited by R. Braunstein, T. N. Fuist, and R. H. Williams. New York: 
NYU Press. 
Moon, Dawne. 2014. “Beyond the Dichotomy: Six Religious Views of Homosexuality.” Journal 
of Homosexuality 61(9):1215–41. doi: 10.1080/00918369.2014.926762. 
Neiheisel, Jacob R., and Paul A. Djupe. 2008. “Intra-Organizational Constraints on Churches’ 
Public Witness.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 47(3):427–41. doi: 
10.1111/j.1468-5906.2008.00419.x. 
Neiheisel, Jacob R., Paul A. Djupe, and Anand E. Sokhey. 2009. “Veni, Vidi, Disseri: Churches 
and the Promise of Democratic Deliberation.” American Politics Research 37(4):614–43. 
doi: 10.1177/1532673X08324216. 
Olson, Laura R., and Wendy Cadge. 2002. “Talking about Homosexuality: The Views of 
Mainline Protestant Clergy.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 41(1):153–67. 
doi: 10.1111/1468-5906.00107. 
Olson, Laura R., Paul A. Djupe, and Wendy Cadge. 2011. “American Mainline Protestantism 
and Deliberation about Homosexuality.” Pp. 189–204 in Faith, Politics, and Sexual 
Diversity in Canada and the United States, edited by D. M. Rayside and C. Wilcox. 
Vancouver: UBC Press. 
Pearce, Lisa D., and Claire Chipman Gilliland. 2020. Religion in America. Berkeley, CA; 
London: University of California Press. 
Pew Research Center. 2019. The Digital Pulpit: A Nationwide Analysis of Online Sermons. 
Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center. 
Putnam, Robert D., and David E. Campbell. 2010. American Grace: How Religion Divides and 
Unites Us. Simon and Schuster. 
Quinley, Harold E. 1974. The Prophetic Clergy: Social Activism among Protestant Ministers. 
New York: Wiley. 
Saldaña, Johnny. 2016. The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. Third edition. Los 
Angeles: SAGE. 
Seamster, Louise, and Victor Ray. 2018. “Against Teleology in the Study of Race: Toward the 
Abolition of the Progress Paradigm.” Sociological Theory 36(4):315–42. 
Stark, Rodney, Bruce D. Foster, Charles Y. Glock, and Harold E. Quinley. 1971. Wayward 
Shepherds: Prejudice and the Protestant Clergy. Vol. 6. 1st ed. New York: Harper & 
Row. 
 85 
Thomas, Jeremy N. 2013. “Outsourcing Moral Authority: The Internal Secularization of 
Evangelicals’ Anti-Pornography Narratives.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
52(3):457–75. doi: 10.1111/jssr.12052. 
Wuthnow, Robert. 1988. The Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith since World 
War II. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
Wuthnow, Robert. 2002. “Beyond Quiet Influence? Possibilities for the Protestant Mainline.” Pp. 
381–403 in The Quiet Hand of God: Faith-Based Activism and the Public Role of 
Mainline Protestantism, edited by R. Wuthnow and J. H. Evans. Berkeley, CA: 




Table 2.1: Descriptive Data for Full Sample of UMC Congregations (n=601) 
Measure Count Percentage 
Sermon Availability     
     Does not have a website 140 23% 
     Do not post sermons online 261 43% 
     Post sermons online but not in range 40 7% 
     Have at least one sermon in this time frame 160 27% 
Location Designation     
     Urbanized Area 262 44% 
     Urban Cluster 240 40% 
     Rural 99 16% 
Region     
     Midwest 96 16% 
     Northeast 144 24% 
     South 217 36% 
     West 144 24% 





Table 2.2: Descriptive Data for Subsample of UMC Congregations 
with Online Sermons (n=159) 
Measure Count Percentage 
Number of sermons by congregation     
     1 sermon 16 10% 
     2 sermons 32 20% 
     3 sermons 94 59% 
     4+ sermons 17 11% 
Location Designation     
     Urbanized Area 96 60% 
     Urban Cluster 56 35% 
     Rural 7 4% 
Region     
     Midwest 29 18% 
     Northeast 26 16% 
     South 65 41% 
     West 39 25% 





Table 2.3: Descriptive Data at Sermon Level (n=455) 
Measure Count Percentage 
Date     
     February 24, 2019 146 32% 
     March 3, 2019 146 32% 
     March 10, 2019 150 33% 
     Other 13 3% 
Location Designation     
     Urbanized Area 269 59% 
     Urban Cluster 167 37% 
     Rural 19 4% 
Region     
     Midwest 85 19% 
     Northeast 70 15% 
     South 198 44% 
     West 102 22% 





Table 2.4: Proportion of Sermons and Congregations that Discuss General Conference 
Category Count Percentage N 
Total    
Mentions of GC at the congregation level (across all messages) 122 77% 159 
Mentions of GC the sermon level 229 50% 455 
By category, at sermon level (N=455)    
Date    
     February 24 79 54% 146 
     March 3 99 68% 146 
     March 10 42 28% 150 
     Other date 9 69% 13 
Region    
     Midwest 44 52% 85 
     Northeast 41 59% 70 
     South 88 44% 198 
     West 56 55% 102 
Location    
     Urbanized Area 136 51% 269 
     Urban Cluster 87 52% 167 




Table 2.5: Counts of Sermons and Congregations that Discuss Focal Themes  








Sermon Level (N=76 sermons*) 
Focal themes     
     Feeling disappointed with the vote 36 7 17 60 
     Connecting to the Bible 15 6 2 23 
     Narrating denominational progress 4 0 5 9 
Across all themes 41 10 25 76 
Congregation Level (N=63 congregations*) 
Focal themes     
     Feeling disappointed with the vote 26 5 19 50 
     Connecting to the Bible 13 6 2 21 
     Narrating denominational progress 4 0 5 9 
Across all themes 29 9 25 63 






Getting Permission to Break The Rules: Clergy Respond to LGBTQ Exclusion in the 




In February 2019, the United Methodist Church (UMC) voted to affirm and strengthen 
the denomination’s stance that homosexuality is “incompatible with Christian teaching” at a 
special session of General Conference (GC), a meeting of UMC clergy and laity from around the 
world (Udis-Kessler 2008; United Methodist Church 2016:113). The specific policies passed 
included a prohibition on same sex marriages by UMC clergy or in UMC congregations as well 
as the exclusion of “self-avowed practicing homosexuals” from being ordained as religious 
leaders (United Methodist Church 2016:226). The 2019 vote also added sanctions to these 
policies, including mandatory punishments for congregations and clergy who break the rules. 
The vote received national news coverage and an immediate outcry from progressive groups and 
leaders within the UMC (Chappell 2019; Green 2019; Zauzmer and Bailey 2019).  
These prohibitions represent the official policies of the denomination, but they may be 
limited in their impact. Though we would expect organizations nested within a broader 
institutional structure to be likely to follow the rules of that institution, the UMC already has 
examples of clergy and congregations rejecting denominational policies. For example, one 
region of the UMC appointed an openly lesbian bishop in 2016; her appointment violates UMC 
rules, but she continues to hold her position (Gilbert 2016; Green 2019). Similarly, UMC clergy 
have conducted same sex weddings and have faced varying consequences (Hahn 2013, 2015, 
2017). As public support for LGBTQ civil rights and same sex marriage in the U.S. population 
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has increased over the past two decades (Baunach 2012), clergy may feel growing pressure to 
practice full inclusion depending on their contexts and beliefs. As a result, some UMC clergy 
have likely continued to defy denominational rules related to LGBTQ inclusion.  
Previous research from new institutionalists suggests organizations are likely to conform 
to pressure from other institutions as a way to gain and maintain legitimacy (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Oliver 1991). By fulfilling the expectations of their 
environments, including their institutional contexts and the networks of other organizations like 
them, organizations are viewed by others as legitimate. When organizations do not follow the 
rules set by their governing bodies or the norms within their environments, they threaten their 
legitimacy as organizations (May 2020; Oliver 1991; Suchman 1995). In the case of the UMC, 
clergy performing same sex marriages and ordaining LGBTQ pastors despite official 
prohibitions against these actions represents an example of organizational leaders rejecting the 
official policies of their institution. As a result, they must construct and defend their legitimacy 
within the multiple environments in which they operate, including the people in their 
congregations and communities (Oliver 1991; Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). How do UMC 
clergy who openly defy the rules of their denomination defend their decisions and construct their 
legitimacy? Illuminating the strategies organizations use to construct their legitimacy when 
resisting or defying institutional rules provides a more robust understanding of the varied ways 
organizations respond to conflicting internal and external pressures.  
This project involves analysis of a sample of sermons, or weekly religious messages, 
delivered by UMC clergy across the U.S. surrounding the 2019 GC. Specifically, I focus on a 
small sample of UMC congregations in which clergy explicitly mention in their sermons that 
they do not plan to follow the rules of the denomination related to LGBTQ inclusion. Sermons 
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are an ideal data source for this project because they capture how clergy respond in ways that are 
timely, as they occur immediately before and after the vote, and public, as the sermons in this 
sample were delivered to their congregations and then publicly posted online. While also useful, 
traditional interviews and surveys capture clergy members’ own constructions of what they 
communicated, often after the fact. Analyzing sermons reveals how clergy explain their decision 
to ignore the rules of the denomination to their congregations during and immediately after 
denominational debate. 
In my analysis using qualitative coding methods, I find that clergy draw on multiple 
authority structures to justify their decision to not follow the rules of the denomination. By 
linking their decision to meso-level structures within the UMC, as well as religious texts and 
leaders that, in their view, supersede denominational authority, clergy argue it is legitimate to 
reject denominational rules.  
Rather than assuming organizations will conform to expectations and follow the relevant 
rules as a way to gain legitimacy, this analysis focuses on organizations that are actively resisting 
institutional pressures (Oliver 1991). Conformity is not the only tool that can contribute to an 
organization’s long-term viability (Oliver 1991), so better understanding how resistance 
strategies are used by organizations contributes important empirical work to our understanding of 
varied organizational behaviors. For religious organizations, how congregations navigate their 
relationship with their denominations, particularly in the midst of denominational conflict over 
controversial issues, also adds to our understanding of the relevance of denominations and 




Organizations and the Challenge of Legitimacy 
According to new institutionalists, organizations face the challenge of gaining, 
maintaining, and, in some cases, repairing their legitimacy as organizations (DiMaggio 1998; 
DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Suchman 1995). As Suchman (1995:594) 
defines it, legitimacy is “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially  
+3..*constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions.” One way 
organizations gain legitimacy is by conforming to the expected behaviors and norms about what 
organizations look like and do (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Suchman 
1995). By adopting socially accepted procedures or by fitting into favorable categories, 
organizations are seen as legitimate by their intended audiences (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; 
Meyer and Rowan 1977; Suchman 1995). In other words, legitimacy seeking promotes 
conformity. Conformity can be achieved through an active process in which organizations mimic 
other organizations or by a more passive process in which outside pressure gradually pushes 
organizations toward homogeneity (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Oliver 1991).  
As an added challenge, organizations operate across multiple contexts, and the 
expectations for legitimacy across these fields may conflict (Chaves 1997; May 2020). For 
example, religious organizations have to balance meeting the needs of their congregants, 
appealing to people in their local communities, and fulfilling the expectations of their 
denominations or networks. Within each of these settings, individuals may have different 
expectations for how organizations should adapt to changing circumstances or attract visitors. 
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In response to balancing the expectations of multiple constituents, some organizations opt 
to “loosely couple” their overarching goals to their day-to-day practices (Meyer and Rowan 
1977). In these cases, organizations will adopt big picture policies and goals that conform to the 
taken-for-granted norms regarding what constitutes a legitimate organization within their 
environment. Then, if these norms and rules do not align with organizational effectiveness, 
organizations will decouple their daily activities from their overall goals (Meyer and Rowan 
1977). For example, many mainline Protestant religious denominations passed policies 
supporting women’s ordination in the late twentieth century largely as a symbolic decision in 
response to growing support for gender equality in the population; these policies were not 
necessarily tied to practical intentions to ordain women and appoint them to positions in 
churches (Chaves 1997). Alternatively, some religious organizations practice full inclusion of 
LGBTQ people in their congregations without adopting formal statements on behalf of LGBTQ 
inclusion as a way to balance their legitimacy with multiple populations that may have 
conflicting views (Whitehead 2017). With loose coupling, organizations maintain organizational 
legitimacy by conforming to the accepted objectives of their institutional field while still 
allowing for flexibility in their daily practices (Meyer and Rowan 1977). 
Beyond conformity and loose coupling, organizations may adopt other strategies in 
response to institutional pressure. Oliver (1991) identifies multiple ways organizations may 
respond to institutional pressures, including acquiescing to external pressure, avoiding external 
pressure by concealing non-conformity, or escaping the institutional field. One strategy, 
defiance, represents an active resistance to external pressures, including ignoring the institutional 
rules and values or more actively challenging them (Oliver 1991). For example, when mainline 
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Protestants adopted women’s ordination, conservative denominations embraced a stauncher 
opposition to women in leadership in order to contest this value (Chaves 1997).  
There are many factors at the institutional and organizational level that contribute to why 
organizations might defy institutional rules and values. When organizations perceive less to gain 
from conformity and believe they can claim superiority in their resistance, defiance is more 
likely (Oliver 1991). In this way, organizations are most likely to defy when they “believe they 
can demonstrate the rationality or righteousness of their own alternative convictions and 
conduct” (Oliver 1991:157). For example, the Emerging Church Movement (ECM) adopts 
unconventional practices as compared to other religious organizations, such as meeting in bars 
and rejecting formal authority structures, which they present as a more “authentic” form of the 
church (Burge and Djupe 2017; Marti and Ganiel 2014:83). Additionally, when institutional 
pressure is accompanied by some kind of punishment or coercion, organizations are more likely 
to defy organizational rules only when they do not expect the rules to be enforced. Lastly, when 
organizations perceive that institutional pressure threatens organizational autonomy, they are 
more likely to resist. Neither defiance nor conformity are inherently better for organizational 
vitality and legitimacy, so how organizations actively resist conformity is an important site for 
empirical research (Oliver 1991). 
One important area of research is to investigate how organizations claim the 
appropriateness of their actions to rebuild or maintain their legitimacy when defying institutional 
rules (May 2020; Suchman 1995). Organizational leaders are likely to use rhetoric to justify their 
organization’s actions; this rhetoric may appeal to tradition, to the need to for change, or to an 
organization’s values and standards of right and wrong (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). For 
example, Suddaby and Greenwood (2005) analyzed how organizational actors used conflicting 
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theories of organizational change in their public responses to the merger of an accounting firm 
with a law firm; they drew on different frameworks to make their case that the merger was 
inevitable, wrong, or problematic. Using rhetoric to justify (or oppose) the legitimacy of 
organizational decisions is likely a common strategy across multiple types of organizations 
navigating issues of legitimacy and should be investigated in other institutional fields. Religious 
congregations that defy the rules of their denomination are a valuable case of how organizations 
resist institutional pressure and draw on multiple strategies and sources of authority to construct 
their legitimacy. 
Connecting (and Dividing) Denominations and Congregations 
Similar to other organizations, religious organizations seek to gain and preserve 
legitimacy within their institutional fields (Ammerman 2006; Chaves 1997; DiMaggio 1998; 
DiMaggio and Powell 1983). The structure of religious organizations, in which clergy serve 
congregations that are, in some cases, nested within denominations, means that religious 
organizations span multiple institutional fields and face varying constraints in their activities. 
Congregations represent the main way communal religious life in the U.S. is organized, and the 
majority of Protestant congregations in the U.S. are affiliated with a denomination (Chaves 2004, 
2011; Chaves and Eagle 2015). Denominations represent structures of relationships (Ammerman 
2006) that include both an authority structure and an interconnected set of agencies (Chaves 
1993). Denominations and congregations are held together by a set of exchanges, including 
congregations giving money to their denomination and denominations in turn providing 
materials and resources (Ammerman 2005, 2006; Scheitle and Dougherty 2008). Clergy are 
typically ordained and appointed to congregations within a particular denomination, so the 
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religious authority structure within a denomination provides the basis for clergy authority 
(Chaves 1993). 
Denominations vary in their governing structures, often referred to as polity, with some 
having a centralized, hierarchical structure, typically described as episcopal, and others adopting 
a looser, network configuration, often referred to as congregational (Ammerman 2006; Moberg 
1962). Hierarchical denominations provide more resources to congregations but also have more 
authority over congregations and clergy (Ammerman 2005, 2006; Moberg 1962; Scheitle and 
Dougherty 2008). Within hierarchical denominations, congregations and clergy are expected to 
follow the rules of the denomination (Cadge, Olson, and Wildeman 2008), particularly when the 
denomination has the power to revoke clergy credentials or expel them (DiMaggio 1998). 
 Despite the expectation that congregations obey denominational rules, the religious 
authority of denominational structures may be weakening. Religious authority is the defining 
feature of religious organizations, according to Weber, as religious organizations control 
religious benefits for individuals (Burge and Djupe Forthcoming; Chaves 1993; Weber 1968). 
Beyond denominational structures, there are broader sources of religious authority to which 
clergy and lay people are accountable that may take priority over denominational authority; for 
Christians, these could include the Bible and God (Burge and Djupe Forthcoming). Clergy also 
possess authority as leaders responsible for interpreting religious texts and mediating the 
supernatural for followers (Burge and Djupe Forthcoming). Additionally, there is a foundational 
assumption that congregations are the primary unit of religious life in the U.S. (Ammerman 
2006; Chaves 1993, 2004), contributing to congregational authority at the local level. Lastly, 
even in hierarchical denominations, control is often dispersed geographically into regional 
subunits, reducing the degree of centralized control (Chaves 1993). All of these factors 
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demonstrate there are multiple sources of religious authority. As a result, not all congregations 
affiliated with a denomination will be likely to follow all denominational rules, particularly if 
they perceive denominational policies in opposition to other sources of religious authority.  
In addition to weakening denominational authority, congregations may also respond 
differently to denominational authority in the midst of internal conflict within denominations. 
When denominations debate controversial issues, clergy face the challenge of how to respond in 
a way that satisfies the multiple institutional fields in which they are embedded, including their 
own personal views, denominational rules, and their congregations. For those who agree with the 
decisions of the denomination, clergy may affirm the denomination’s shared history and values 
to uphold their denominational commitment (Ammerman 2005). However, congregations and 
clergy who disagree are likely to express their concerns (Ammerman 2005). In times of conflict 
and transition, congregations that are most concerned with the conflict also tend to be the most 
active, seeking ways to make their voices heard (Ammerman 2005). Though mainline Protestant 
congregations remain embedded within denominational structures, they will not always conform 
to denominational rules and expectations, particularly when those rules may be controversial. 
Introducing this Case 
Connecting back to the resistance strategies outlined by Oliver (1991), rather than 
assuming congregational conformity to denominational policies, we can investigate when and 
how congregations resist institutional pressure from their denominations. To do so, this project 
focuses on congregations within a single denomination, the United Methodist Church, following 
their 2019 vote to maintain their exclusive stance on same sex marriage and the ordination of 
openly gay and lesbian individuals. Mainline Protestant denominations have been debating 
policies relating to homosexuality for decades (Olson, Djupe, and Cadge 2011), and clergy are 
 100 
attuned to how these debates threaten their denominations and congregations (Olson and Cadge 
2002). The UMC’s policies run counter to the growing support for LGBTQ civil rights in the 
U.S. (Baunach 2012). As a result, there may be many clergy who speak against this decision and 
ignore the rules of the denomination despite the risks it poses. How do UMC clergy who defy the 
rules of their denomination related to LGBTQ inclusion defend their decisions and construct 
their legitimacy? 
The UMC is the largest mainline Protestant denomination in the U.S. (Pew Research 
Center 2015). The UMC is a hierarchical denomination in which UMC clergy are accountable to 
an elected council of bishops and are assigned to congregations by the denomination (Green 
2004; Udis-Kessler 2008). However, the UMC is also relatively decentralized at the national 
level; congregations are organized into meso-level groupings that are organized geographically 
and led by different sets of denominational leaders (Chaves 1993; Green 2004; UMC 
Discipleship Ministries n.d.). These regional levels meet regularly and represent a direct 
authority source for congregations and clergy.  
The UMC has debated homosexuality at the denominational level for over four decades. 
The UMC initially declared that all persons are of “sacred worth” in a set of social principles, but 
in 1972 they added what is now known as the “incompatibility clause” in which they declared 
the practice of homosexuality to be “incompatible with Christian teaching” (Udis-Kessler 2008; 
United Methodist Church 2016:113). Most recently, the 2019 GC was a special session (not part 
of the usual four-year schedule) called by the Council of Bishops specifically to consider 
homosexuality. The delegates voted in favor of a traditional plan that preserves prohibitions 
against same sex marriage and ordination of LGBTQ individuals (United Methodist 
Communications n.d.). As one consequence of this plan, clergy are now subject to increased 
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denominational control; the denomination can suspend clergy for conducting same sex 
marriages. However, the UMC also has a growing network of congregations affiliated with the 
Reconciling Ministries Network, a UMC organization that provides support for congregations 
practicing LGBTQ inclusion (Udis-Kessler 2008; UMC Reconciling Ministries Network n.d.). 
As a result, there is considerable variation across UMC congregations in terms of LGBTQ 
support in practice, despite the official rules of the denomination.  
Adhering to denominational policies is likely the most common response of 
congregations because it enables congregations to maintain their legitimacy as congregations 
following the stated rules of their denomination. However, as Oliver (1991) outlines, there may 
be other strategies congregations use in response to denominational policies. If congregations 
perceive that following the rules of their denomination could threaten their legitimacy, such as if 
their members are generally pro-inclusion or they are located in progressive areas, they may be 
more likely to resist and defy the UMC policies. The 2019 decision added accountability to 
UMC rules with the threat of suspension, but if clergy do not expect the rules to be enforced, 
they would be more likely to defy denominational rules. Beyond ignoring the rules, clergy may 
also actively challenge the denominational policies, seeking to assert the superiority of their 
decision to ordain and marry LGBTQ people over the denomination’s exclusive policies. If 
clergy defy denominational rules, we would expect to see them draw on other sources of 
authority to defend their decision. Religious leaders are likely less concerned with demonstrating 
their decision as more rational or efficient than secular organizations (Oliver 1991), but they may 
instead draw on religious authorities to construct themselves as more faithful according to shared 
religious values of their audience. 
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In this analysis, I use sermons, or the weekly religious messages clergy deliver to their 
congregations, as my data. Specifically, I focus on a subset of UMC sermons in which clergy 
explicitly mention they will marry or ordain LGBTQ people. Sermons represent the rhetoric of 
organizational leaders, clergy, to their most direct constituents, their congregations on a Sunday 
morning. Previous work has relied on surveys and interviews to analyze clergy attitudes on 
homosexuality and their deliberations on whether or not to speak about it in their services (Cadge 
2002; Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Djupe and Olson 2013; Olson and Cadge 2002; Olson et al. 
2011). In contrast, sermons capture the content of how clergy frame denominational debates over 
homosexuality to a public audience immediately after the UMC GC. This project contributes an 
empirical analysis of how organizations resist institutional pressure and draw on multiple sources 
of authority to justify their defiance. Additionally, this analysis contributes important insight as 
to the relevance and power of denominational structures for religious organizations today. 
DATA AND METHODS 
Data 
 For this case study of UMC clergy responses, I began with a nationally representative 
sample of UMC congregations constructed by sampling 50 congressional districts in the U.S. 
Within each of the 50 congressional districts, we then used the UMC’s “Find a Church” feature 
to identify twelve UMC congregations located around a central geographic location in each 
district. The congregations had to have an email address and hold at least one service in English 
to be included. The resulting sample for UMC congregations includes 600 churches from around 
the U.S. Since this sample was collected using geographic information, we also collected the 
state in which each congregation is located and whether the area is an urbanized area (population 
of 50,000 or more), an urban cluster (population between 2,500 and 50,000), or a rural area 
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(population less than 2,500). Additionally, we collected data on the size of the congregation as 
reported on the UMC website at the time the sample was constructed (2017). 
 To collect sermons, we used this list of UMC congregations to search for church websites 
or social media pages. For each congregation in our sample, we then looked for sermons or 
services posted publicly. We focused on three dates surrounding the 2019 GC, which lasted from 
February 23-February 26. On Sunday, February 24, clergy were preparing their congregations 
for the start of this important denominational meeting, praying for the conference and explaining 
the plans under consideration. March 3 was the first Sunday after the GC decision and was one 
of the first opportunities for clergy to respond to the vote. We include the third week, March 10, 
to collect any additional insights clergy offer ten days after the vote. By this week, many clergy 
shifted beyond processing and summarizing the event toward responding to concerns they 
received and explaining next steps for the congregation and the UMC. Most of the sermons were 
posted as audio or video files, but some were uploaded as documents. 
In this sample, there were multiple congregations that had data beyond the expected 
range of zero to three sermons for each congregation. Some congregations have multiple services 
each week and record all of them, and a few of the congregations hold services at multiple 
campuses under the umbrella of a single church name. We took an inclusive approach and 
collected all data available directly related to the congregation’s sermons and worship services in 
those three target weeks. We did not explicitly search for non-sermon or worship service data, 
but communications that reference GC were often interspersed within the uploads for our target 
dates and are included in our sample. These typically include written statements responding to 
the vote, either from the pastor or from regional leaders such as bishops, often from the days in 
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between the vote and their March 3 service. After collecting the sermons, we transcribed all 
audio and video recordings. 
 As Table 3.1 illustrates, approximately one third of the congregations in this sample have 
ever posted a sermon online. Within that proportion, just over a quarter of the congregations 
have a sermon within our focal weeks. However, 23% of the congregations in this sample do not 
have a fully functioning website. We would expect the likelihood of recording and posting 
sermons to vary by congregation characteristics, such as level of resources and number of staff, 
and samples of online sermons tend to be more urban and skewed toward larger congregations 
(Pew Research Center 2019). As Table 3.2 demonstrates, these biases are evident in this sample, 
with the congregations within our sample skewing larger and more urban. This sample bias is 
important to keep in mind, but it also suggests that we are capturing sermons heard in larger 
congregations by more people. 
 The full sample of sermons for this project is 455 sermons from 159 distinct 
congregations. Tables 3.2 and 3.3 demonstrate the distribution at both the level of sermons and 
of congregations. The majority of the congregations represented are located in urban areas and 
have an average size of approximately 363 people. Additionally, most of the congregations in 
our sample have sermons available for all three of the focal weeks.  
For this analysis, I focus specifically on a subsample of fourteen sermons from twelve 
congregations that explicitly mention in their sermons that they will remain in the UMC, at least 
for now, but will not follow the rules of the denomination related to LGBTQ ordination and 
performing same sex marriages. Using sermons as a data source, I am unable to calculate which 
proportion of congregations will follow or reject the rules, as not every sermon mentions 
explicitly whether they will follow or reject the rules passed in the Traditional Plan. For 
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example, there may be congregations that already marry and ordain LGBTQ people but do not 
discuss it in this context. In some congregations, their rejection of these policies may be so 
obvious to their members and attendees that it would be odd to mention it now. Alternatively, 
other congregations may be hesitant to share publicly that they will not follow the rules of the 
denomination, but there may be unofficial expectations or a precedent in their congregations to 
marry and ordain LGBTQ people (see Whitehead 2017). With these constraints in mind, one 
strength of using sermons as a data source is that we are able to see examples of how clergy 
explain and justify their rule-breaking in public ways to their congregations. 
Methods 
  To analyze the data for this paper, I use qualitative coding methods to identify the major 
themes of the sermons and variation in how they address the vote. I follow a grounded theory 
method as outlined in Charmaz (2014) to engage in inductive analysis. Grounded theory is used 
for a variety of qualitative data, and sermons can be analyzed in a similar way to other 
documents. As a result, I can ask important questions regarding these documents, such as who 
produced it and for what intended audience, what assumptions and meanings are embedded in 
the text, how the document is structured, and how documents are similar and different to each 
other (Charmaz 2014:53–54). Additionally, analyzing sermons at this close, grounded theory 
level allows me to identify and measure the prevalence of different frames. As part of this coding 
process, I have also written analytic memos to record initial themes and ideas as they emerged 
from the data (Charmaz 2014). This process enabled me to engage in the iterative and 
simultaneous processes of moving between analyzing the data and examining previous literature.  
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RESULTS 
To begin, I highlight an example of how clergy explicitly mention their defiance within 
their sermons. One pastor minimizes the importance of the GC by saying GC will not affect their 
congregation’s current practices: 
No matter what happens at General Conference, no matter, [name of church], we are 
going to continue to minister as we have. To a couple that wants to get married, we're 
gonna marry you, unless I don't think you should be married. And in that case, I don't 
care if you're same gender or opposite gender, I'm not gonna marry you [applause and 
laughter]. (3971, 2/24/19) 
 
Prior to GC, the pastor was already suggesting they would marry same-sex couples regardless of 
what plan passed. Also evident in the quote above is the implication that marrying same sex 
couples is not a new policy in their church. Rather, clergy often mention that they will 
“continue” to not follow the rules. Since the bulk of the Traditional Plan affirmed rules that 
already existed in the Book of Discipline, these comments suggest clergy have not been 
following the rules for some time.  
As noted above, defying institutional pressure is more likely to occur when the 
organization does not expect the rules to be enforced and when organizations can defend their 
defiance as legitimate (Oliver 1991). In the case of the UMC, we see that both of these factors 
are relevant. In their sermons, clergy draw on multiple sources of authority outside of 
denominational rules to explain the legitimacy of their decision to not follow the UMC’s rules 
related to LGBTQ ordination and marriage. First, many of these congregations are located in the 
Western Jurisdiction, a regional authority in the UMC that spans the west coast of the U.S. and 
has already rejected the rules of the denomination. In their sermons, it is clear that clergy within 
the Western Jurisdiction perceive a decentralized authority structure and do not expect to be 
punished for not following the UMC rules. Second, the sermons enable us to see how clergy 
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draw on other sources of authority to defend their decisions. Clergy emphasize congregational 
autonomy, religious authority figures like Jesus and John Wesley (the founder of Methodism), 
and their broader theological beliefs as authorities that would support their rejection of UMC 
rules. By drawing on these authorities, clergy go beyond ignoring institutional rules and actively 
challenge (Oliver 1991) the UMC policies to construct their defiance as more faithful. 
The Authority of the Western Jurisdiction and the Reconciling Ministries Network 
The first source of authority clergy draw on to justify their decision to not follow UMC 
policies is the authority of their regional denominational body, the Western Jurisdiction, and/or 
their affiliation with the Reconciling Ministries Network (RMN), a special purpose group within 
the UMC. Most of the congregations that mention rejecting denominational rules are located 
within the Western Jurisdiction (9 out of 12). The Western Jurisdiction (WJ) represents one of 
the meso-level conferences within the UMC; jurisdictions are the broadest category, so the WJ 
includes multiple states on the west coast of the U.S.  
The WJ is notable for appointing an openly lesbian bishop and for being a progressive 
wing of the UMC, though not without controversy (Goodstein 2017; Kennedy 2016). In this 
subsample of sermons, it is clear that clergy from WJ congregations recognize the distinctiveness 
of the WJ and its history of not following the rules. Similar to the excerpts above, the decision 
for the WJ not to follow rules related to LGBTQ inclusion is not a new response following GC 
but represents an existing policy. Prior to the vote, on February 24, a pastor explained: 
Well, without getting into too much detail, the Western Jurisdiction in the United 
Methodist Church has said we're going to do church as if the statement – which is in our 
Book of Discipline that says homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching – 
we’re going to do church as if that statement is not in there. So it's kind of a form of 
protest. So the Western Jurisdiction has become a safe haven for many LGBT clergy. We 
have 30 or 40 gay, lesbian clergy serving in this conference alone, and then all over the 
Western Jurisdiction. So it's kind of like we're just functioning as if that doesn't, that that 
statement doesn't exist. (2796, 2/24/19) 
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This straightforward discussion of how the WJ sets their own rules suggests congregations 
within the WJ follow the norms of their jurisdiction, which include defying the UMC rules on 
LGBTQ ordination and marriage, rather than following the national policies of the UMC. 
Another example explains the Western Jurisdiction’s authority by connecting it to national 
political debates: 
In the United States, there's a conflict between states' rights and federal rights, and in the 
United Methodist Church there's the same conflict because our region in the West does 
not enforce the unjust laws of the global church, and our local church will not be 
following them either. We do this not as an act of rebellion, but as an act of faith. (1, 
3/3/19) 
 
In this case, their congregation opts to follow the lead of their regional jurisdiction by not 
following the rules, despite the fact that they are violating the rules of the global church. By 
drawing attention to a lack of “enforcement,” this excerpt also suggests clergy perceive little 
chance of being punished for breaking the rules. Because of this history of the WJ not following 
the rules of the denomination, clergy are confident that the WJ will protect them if they do not 
follow the rules. 
Though they lack official authority over congregations, the Reconciling Ministries 
Network (RMN) represents a special purpose group within the UMC that promotes LGBTQ 
inclusion by providing support for those who adopt the label of being a “reconciling” 
congregation or individual (UMC Reconciling Ministries Network n.d.). For some congregations 
in this sample, clergy mention their congregation has already deliberated on whether or not to be 
LGBTQ inclusive when they debated identifying as a reconciling congregation. In these cases, 
clergy mention that having adopted the label of reconciling, they consider the issue of whether or 
not to marry same sex couples or ordain LGBTQ people to be already settled. For example, 
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But our task here today is not to debate the scriptures and not to debate whether 
homosexuality is a sin. This congregation has already had that debate. Your pastor has 
already had that debate. We are a reconciling church and we believe in the full inclusion 
of all people, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity. (2796, 3/3/19) 
 
Having already come to a congregational consensus on this issue, the pastor suggests that the 
most recent GC decision is essentially moot: they will continue to practice full inclusion 
regardless of denominational rules. Though the RMN could not officially protect congregations 
defying the rules, the network of 1,000 reconciling congregations across the U.S. likely offers 
some strength in numbers (UMC Reconciling Ministries Network n.d.). 
Congregations within the WJ represent a unique case of defiance in which ignoring the 
rules is first happening at the level of the jurisdiction, which then enables congregations to feel 
protected when dismissing the rules at the local level. In a similar way, the RMN provides an 
affiliation with a network of congregations and serves as an advocate for reconciling 
congregations. In these ways, the decentralized structure of the UMC plays a key role in how 
defiance occurs. Clergy who identify with the RMN or who are part of the WJ see themselves as 
protected by a meso-level authority, which is likely one factor as to why they are willing to say 
explicitly that they will not follow the rules of the denomination. 
To be clear, some clergy acknowledge potential risks to their rule-breaking. Clergy 
recognize that others in the denomination, particularly conservatives, are unhappy with the WJ 
and congregations’ decisions to ignore the rules of the denomination. The same pastor quoted 
twice above mentions that clergy have been “defrocked” and conferences have been 
“admonished that their – that our- disobedience will not be tolerated” (2796, 3/3/19). However, 
these risks are given little attention in the sermons as a whole. These two excerpts occur within 
sermons that still clearly describe how they will not follow the rules, suggesting clergy perceive 
little direct risk to themselves for ignoring the rules. 
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The Authority of the Congregation 
The excerpts above provide evidence that clergy perceive decentralized authority in the 
UMC as a result of the meso-level structures. Many clergy take this discussion a step further by 
giving congregations ultimate authority rather than denominational rules. By reframing the 
authority structure of the UMC and putting congregations in control, clergy legitimate their 
decision to reject policies of the denomination. 
Some clergy explicitly describe that congregations have authority because ministry, such 
as recruiting new members and serving their communities, happens on the local level. For 
example, one sermon mentions, “ministry is not limited or dictated by anyone at any time from 
somewhere up higher, what we can do or not do” (2253, 3/3/19). They explicitly reject the 
authority of the UMC to determine what they are allowed to do. Another pastor discussed this 
authority at length in their March 3rd response to GC. As part of an analogy in which the local 
church is “a boat swimming in this water called Methodism,” they explain:  
So in other words, the General Conference might make decisions about what they think 
about all of our United Methodist churches, but ultimately it is the local church through 
which that ministry is lived out… We have been living with exclusionary policies in the 
Methodist church for a long time, and yet this church for a long time has not found itself 
living into those exclusionary policies because the locus of control itself is located at the 
local church level… Now I put that before you for us to begin to understand this idea that 
it is true that what happens at the General Conference level, it does make a difference for 
who we are. But ultimately, at the end of the day… we realize that we at the local level, 
we have the control of what that boat actually does, and how that boat functions. And it's 
important for us to be able to say that out loud, to be able to say that's where ministry 
happens – right here. (5, 3/3/19)  
 
This pastor goes on to explain that they made a statement on the church website following GC as 
a way for their church to “speak for ourselves” in the midst of national news coverage about the 
UMC’s decision. By offering their own statement, this pastor emphasizes that the UMC rules on 
LGBTQ inclusion do not apply to their congregation. 
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In one case, the pastor spells out congregational authority by explaining that the 
congregation, due to their reconciling status, would have the power to protect a rule-breaking 
pastor from denominational consequences. While telling a story about a time when they received 
a request from a same sex couple to be married in their church, the pastor explains: 
And I told [the couple] that, um, given our denominational stance, if I was to do that, I 
could be drummed out of the corps, so to speak. And I also told them, however, this 
congregation is a reconciling congregation and they have said, not only do they welcome 
these services, but they will stand with and behind the pastors who conduct such services 
should anything result from it. And so I said, yes, of course, there's no question. (818, 
3/3/19)  
 
Their response suggests congregational authority outweighs any risk of consequences from the 
denomination.  
With this legitimacy-building strategy, clergy shift authority away from the global church 
to the local level. They legitimize their rule-breaking by emphasizing that the congregation is 
ultimately in charge of whether they practice LGBTQ inclusion or not. Despite the decision by 
the global church to continue to prohibit LGBTQ ordination and same-sex marriage, these clergy 
emphasize that congregations are allowed to make their own decisions on the issue because they 
are the site at which the church functions. This view is consistent with previous research arguing 
that congregations are the fundamental unit of American religion (Ammerman 2005; Chaves 
2004), and it adds evidence that clergy perceive this to be true. The emphasis on the local level in 
these excerpts also provides new evidence for weakening denominational authority (Wuthnow 
1988), as clergy see themselves and their congregations as ultimately in charge. 
The Authority of Religious Texts and Leaders 
As another source of authority, clergy draw on existing religious authority figures to 
reconstruct their rule-breaking as the “right” thing to do. These religious authorities include 
Jesus, as described in the Bible, and UMC-specific authorities like John Wesley. 
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When connecting to the teachings of Jesus or to their view of God, some clergy do so 
simply: “This decision, in my opinion, is not biblical. It is not Christ-like. It is simply not 
Christian. I cannot, and will not, abide by such decisions of the General Conference, and I am 
not alone” (2796, 3/3/19). Clergy emphasize they are following Jesus’ teaching while the GC 
decision does not. Others spell this out more clearly, including one pastor who explicitly 
mentions helping LGBTQ people become ordained: 
The rules at this time don't allow [LGBTQ people to be ordained] in the United 
Methodist Church. But then I'm very much aware that Jesus, when he came in, didn't 
exactly do a whole lot that supported the Jewish rules and laws that were there at that 
time either. Instead, it was about being faithful to God. He said it was about being faithful 
to the love, and the grace, and the power of God's presence. And that's what I call all of 
us to do. (2253, 3/3/19) 
 
By drawing upon the image of Jesus as a rule-breaker, this pastor presents themselves and their 
congregation as following the model of Jesus by rejecting rules that are unloving. 
 Other clergy draw on religious authorities more directly tied to the UMC to both defend 
their Methodist loyalty and explain why they are correct in rejecting UMC policies. The founder 
of Methodism, John Wesley, is a common figure across the full sample of sermons, and he is 
mentioned in one case to affirm clergy rule-breaking: “Our Bishop [name] said in his reflection 
that we live and let live, and that it is totally consistent with the theology of John Wesley” (2796, 
special statement). Another sermon connects to the Book of Discipline, which is the rulebook at 
the center of this debate.  
“We strongly dissent these unjust policies, but we do not seek to leave the international 
Methodist church. The Methodist Book of Discipline calls us to disobey laws that are 
discriminatory. When all other methods of resolution have failed, we are instructed to 
engage in non-violent resistance.” (1806, 3/3/19) 
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In these cases, clergy are still adhering to denominational authority by following a particular rule 
in the Book of Discipline: to reject unjust policies through non-violent resistance. Clergy 
maintain their loyalty to the UMC while defending their stance on homosexuality. 
 By drawing upon religious authority figures and texts, clergy construct legitimacy for 
their rule-breaking by explaining how they are following key figures and authorities. Clergy are 
not rejecting the teachings of Jesus or rejecting their UMC identity, but instead portray 
themselves as the more accurate followers and interpreters. Drawing on shared leaders and the 
broader priorities or ideals of their organization is reflective of how organizations make value-
based appeals for legitimacy to justify their actions (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). Just as 
Jesus broke the rules, and in a way that fits with Wesley’s teachings and the Book of Discipline, 
clergy argue that ignoring policies related to LGBTQ exclusion is the right thing to do.  
The Authority of God the Creator 
 As a final legitimizing strategy, some clergy draw on the authority of God, as described 
in the Bible, to explicitly affirm that LGBTQ people are created by God. In this case, clergy use 
a theological basis to argue they will include LGBTQ people in ministry and marriage because it 
is what God does/would do. In this set of excerpts, clergy are not only rejecting the rules of the 
denomination but also the policies’ theological basis that homosexuality is “incompatible with 
Christian teaching” (United Methodist Church 2016:113). 
 To offer a theological defense of LGBTQ inclusion, one pastor shares:  
“What I know is that gay and lesbian people, bisexual people, queer people and 
transgendered people are chosen and beloved of God. He created them, and he calls them 
to be part of the church. He calls them to be baptized. He calls them to receive 
communion. He calls them into leadership. All means all.” (639, 3/3/19) 
 
Not only has God created LGBTQ people, but this pastor argues that God also calls them into 
leadership. In this way, refusing to ordain LGBTQ people goes against what they see as God’s 
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call. Another pastor begins by discussing the UMC policies, but then continues with a 
theological reason for rejecting the rules: 
“We, along with our United Methodist siblings, must be prepared to learn and cherish 
God's lesson in love for all of God's children without condition. [applause] These 
discriminatory policies tear at the heart of who we are at [name of church]. The true 
[name of church] is not the building you see, but a community united by inclusivity. We 
believe all people are beloved by God, and we strive to love as God loves us. To accept 
the idea that any person or group of people doesn't deserve full and equal access to the 
church would bring a brokenness into our lives and destroy the loving community we 
treasure [applause]… Once we begin to see each person as God's perfect creation and 
love them without reservation, we become part of a community in which we are all loved 
unconditionally.” (1806, 3/3/19) 
 
This excerpt comes from a service that entirely focused on rejecting the vote, and it included 
local religious leaders from other faith communities and local groups sharing their support of this 
church and the LGBTQ community. In this excerpt, we see a clear tie between rejecting the rules 
and their belief that God created all people. 
In some cases, clergy go a step further to affirm a special status for LGBTQ people. At a 
multi-site church, one clergy person denounces the GC decision and defends their decision to 
reject the rules by also drawing on the language of God creating all people: 
“Know this, beloved Church of God, that despite any wicked decisions that stand on the 
wrong side of God's long history of love and mercy and freedom and justice, [name of 
church] at all four sites, and any sites in the future, will continue our long commitment to 
hire, train, baptize, commit to one another in membership, celebrate, make a big FD, that 
means big fricking deal, celebrating LGBTQ persons because we firmly believe God is 
proud of all of those whom God has created, especially the queer. And so we'll continue 
to perform weddings, unions, celebrate babies of same gender loving families.” (4056, 
site 1, 3/3/19) 
 
The brief mention of “especially the queer” suggests a prized status for LGBTQ people as 
recipients of God’s pride. The sermon continues with a joke about how the congregation will 
celebrate weddings for all couples, “even straight couples.” In this case, the clergy person 
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explicitly affirms their belief that God loves all people, “especially” queer people and “even” 
straight people. 
These congregations not only reject the particular rules of the UMC, but they also 
promote a theology in which LGBTQ people are loved by God and must be included in all 
aspects of the church. In this way, clergy are both defying institutional rules by saying they will 
not follow them and challenging them by offering a theological basis for LGBTQ inclusion. 
 In sum, clergy draw on a range of sources of religious authority to justify their decision to 
reject denominational policies. Clergy do not expect that the rules will be enforced because their 
jurisdiction, a more direct source of authority in the UMC, also supports LGBTQ inclusion. 
Clergy also emphasize that the local level is where ministry happens, which means that the local 
church should have full authority over its decisions and actions. Additionally, clergy draw on 
religious leaders and texts to emphasize that they are rightful in rejecting the rules. Lastly, some 
clergy offer an explicitly LGBTQ-affirming response to breaking the rules, justifying that God 
loves LGBTQ people; excluding LGBTQ people from leadership and from marriage would mean 
excluding a group that God includes. In the discussion section below, I explain the relevance and 
consequence of these strategies. 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
This project analyzes how religious leaders legitimate a decision to reject the rules of 
their denomination by analyzing sermons following the UMC’s recent vote on LGBTQ 
inclusion. This analysis makes important contributions to our understanding of how 
organizations use multiple sources of authority to construct their legitimacy when defying 
institutional rules and norms, how denominations and congregations are linked, and how debates 
over homosexuality in mainline Protestant denominations play out today. 
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Evident in clergy responses is the need to connect to an authority source that they 
construct as superior to a denominational rulebook. To be sure, centralized denominational 
authority is still relevant for many UMC congregations, as evidenced by the fact that only a 
small minority of congregations in the broader sample of UMC congregations explicitly 
mentioned not following the rules. Notably, clergy are not justifying their defiance solely by 
emphasizing their personal authority, giving themselves permission to decide their own rules. 
Rather, in all of the cases, they connect to another type of authority, whether tied to 
organizational structure or other sources of religious authority.  
The other authorities clergy draw on include regional authorities within the UMC, 
congregational autonomy, and religious leaders and texts. The first two sources represent 
authorities tied to organizational structures that could be used by other organizations, including 
non-religious organizations, when resisting institutional pressure. In the case of the UMC, the 
fragmented institutional authority structure creates meso-level authorities to which 
organizational leaders claim to be more directly accountable than the national or global body. In 
the same way, other organizations may claim that their particular non-profit, company, or branch 
should be free to make their own decisions when resisting institutional pressure. Without the 
support of a meso-level authority, would clergy still speak publicly about not following the UMC 
rules? Studies of other organizations with decentralized structures should also consider how 
having multiple levels of authority contributes to organizational resistance and defiance. 
Connecting to religious leaders, texts, and theologies represents distinctively religious 
authorities and highlights the multiple types of religious authority available (Burge and Djupe 
Forthcoming). In their responses, clergy did not perceive the need to explain to listeners that 
Jesus or the Bible are superior authorities over a few sentences in their denominational rules. 
 117 
These responses also demonstrate the variation of responses within Oliver’s (1991) category of 
defiance, ranging from ignoring institutional pressures to actively challenging them as wrong. In 
these sermons, we see multiple responses in which clergy seek to demonstrate that their decision 
to reject the rules is the correct decision rather than following rules rooted in bad theology. By 
offering a theological statement of LGBTQ inclusion in the church, clergy are portraying the 
denomination’s decisions as flawed. If the denomination is doing something wrong in passing 
these policies, then the defying congregations are the faithful ones by speaking out against the 
UMC and ignoring their rules. Citing religious texts and leaders is distinct to religious 
organizations, but we can extend these to be broader frames related to key organizational leaders 
and values that are applicable across other organizations (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). 
Though they would likely use the language of ethics or human rights rather than faithfulness in 
their discussions, other organizations have prominent figures, foundational texts, and values that 
may also provide support for legitimacy when defying or resisting institutional pressure. 
This analysis also calls into question the expectation that hierarchical denominations have 
greater control over congregations. Previous work has suggested denominational power has 
shifted from the local to the national level across denominational polity types (Takayama and 
Cannon 1979), but these analyses suggest that even in centralized denominations, clergy claim 
localized authority. In the case of the UMC, the centralized set of rules and job assignments is 
balanced by the decentralized division of the denomination into geographic subunits. The 
dispersal of authority across multiple levels in the UMC results in one jurisdiction, the Western 
Jurisdiction, adopting its own set of rules and norms. In this way, we see a loosening of 
denominational authority, at least at the most centralized level of denominational control. 
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One interesting paradox in this sample is why unhappy clergy and congregations do not 
use one of the other resistance strategies Oliver (1991) identifies: escaping the institutional 
context to avoid having to respond to institutional pressure. Recent membership trends in the 
UMC reflect a growth in global members while their U.S. numbers have declined (Hahn 2019), 
so the conservative policies favored by UMC leaders outside of the U.S. are likely to persist. In 
the context of declining denominationalism and increasing numbers of congregations with no 
denominational affiliation (Chaves and Eagle 2015; Wuthnow 1988), this question is important 
for future research as to whether and why congregations remain affiliated with denominations. 
Denominations provide concrete resources to congregations and clergy (Ammerman 2006), and 
in the case of the UMC, they also control clergy appointments, pensions, and church property. 
As a result, one answer to the question above is that leaving the denomination comes with 
professional and logistical challenges. Alternatively, the absence of discussions of clergy 
proposing to leave the denomination in this sample also suggests that clergy perceive some value 
in the denomination, or at least some reason to stay, whether it is logistical, tied to their personal 
UMC loyalty, or something else.  
Though we do not have longitudinal evidence at this point as to whether these 
congregations will maintain their defiance or will later opt to exit the UMC, the fact that many 
clergy mention they have been ignoring denominational rules for multiple years already suggests 
there would be little reason to leave the denomination. So long as these congregations and clergy 
are able to adopt their own policies related to LGBTQ inclusion and do not see an immediate risk 
in their defiance, they may be likely to stay in the UMC despite disagreeing with the UMC rules. 
However, if affiliation with the UMC were to later threaten the congregation’s legitimacy with 
their members or local communities, such as visitors not wanting to join the church and be 
 119 
affiliated with the UMC, escape may become a more likely response than defiance. Additionally, 
future research should consider whether there are other reasons clergy would offer for why they 
would feel confident in ignoring the rules of the denomination. For example, clergy nearing 
retirement or clergy who perceive their view to be distinctive may feel more comfortable 
speaking openly about not following the rules (see Djupe and Gilbert 2003). 
Lastly, denominational policies related to homosexuality are not simply miscellaneous 
policies within their rulebook but instead are the product of heated and ongoing debates over 
religious values, biblical interpretation, and justice for marginalized populations (Cadge 2002; 
Olson et al. 2011). Despite the increasing acceptance of homosexuality in the U.S., religious 
organizations, including congregations and their overarching denominational bodies, continue to 
be a site in which LGBTQ inclusion is contested. The recent affirmation of exclusive policies in 
the UMC is disappointing for LGBTQ advocates in the context of increasing support, or at least 
tolerance, among other mainline Protestant denominations. However, the evidence in this sample 
of congregations and clergy taking risks to not follow the rules suggests that within exclusive 
denominations, there are congregations actively fighting against exclusive policies. Additional 
research on organizational resistance within other denominations, as well as how non-
denominational congregations navigate LGBTQ inclusion, is worthy of future research. 
As mainline Protestant denominations like the UMC continue to debate homosexuality, 
the exclusion of LGBTQ individuals from full participation in religious communities provides a 
moral justification for exclusion and persistent discrimination in broader public life. Though we 
expect congregations to conform to denominational policies, highlighting how organizations can 
actively resist and defy the rules of the denomination offers a compelling empirical site for 
understanding complex organizational processes. In this case, drawing on multiple sources of 
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religious authority enabled clergy to defy the exclusive policies of their denomination while still 
maintaining their legitimacy. By leveraging a unique data source, sermons, this project was able 
to investigate how organizational leaders engage in debates over LGBTQ inclusion and how they 
manage threats to their legitimacy when breaking organizational rules. In doing so, this project 
contributes a better understanding of organizational processes such resistance and legitimacy, as 
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Table 3.1: Descriptive Data for Full Sample of UMC Congregations (n=601) 
Measure Count Percentage 
Sermon Availability     
     Does not have a website 140 23% 
     Do not post sermons online 261 43% 
     Post sermons online but not in range 40 7% 
     Have at least one sermon in this time frame 160 27% 
Location Designation     
     Urbanized Area 262 44% 
     Urban Cluster 240 40% 
     Rural 99 16% 
Region     
     Midwest 96 16% 
     Northeast 144 24% 
     South 217 36% 
     West 144 24% 




Table 3.2: Descriptive Data for Subsample of UMC Congregations 
with Online Sermons (n=159) 
Measure Count Percentage 
Number of sermons by congregation     
     1 sermon 16 10% 
     2 sermons 32 20% 
     3 sermons 94 59% 
     4+ sermons 17 11% 
Location Designation     
     Urbanized Area 96 60% 
     Urban Cluster 56 35% 
     Rural 7 4% 
Region     
     Midwest 29 18% 
     Northeast 26 16% 
     South 65 41% 
     West 39 25% 






Table 3.3: Descriptive Data at Sermon Level (n=455) 
Measure Count Percentage 
Date     
     February 24, 2019 146 32% 
     March 3, 2019 146 32% 
     March 10, 2019 150 33% 
     Other 13 3% 
Location Designation     
     Urbanized Area 269 59% 
     Urban Cluster 167 37% 
     Rural 19 4% 
Region     
     Midwest 85 19% 
     Northeast 70 15% 
     South 198 44% 
     West 102 22% 







To conclude my dissertation, I focus on three main contributions to the sociological 
literature: first, a direct analysis of the content of religious messages on race and homosexuality; 
second, further insight into religious organizations and clergy as organizational leaders; lastly, 
how religious organizations and rhetoric combat and perpetuate inequality. 
Across these three papers, I investigate how clergy discuss race and homosexuality from 
the pulpit in their weekly sermons using two relevant cases. In the first paper, I analyze the 
responses of Charlottesville clergy to white supremacist protests. Overall, clergy’s sermons 
following the Unite the Right rally demonstrate racial frameworks that downplay the relevance 
of structural and historical factors in shaping racial divisions today, keeping racism grounded at 
the individual, interpersonal, and other-worldly levels. In the second paper, I use a sample of 
sermons from United Methodist (UMC) congregations to investigate how clergy responses to a 
denominational vote on homosexuality reflect prophetic concerns, such as the ongoing 
marginalization of LGBTQ people, and pragmatic concerns related to denominational and 
congregational unity. In the final paper, I use the same set of UMC sermons to focus on a 
distinctive subsample that openly defies the rules of the denomination related to same sex 
marriage and LGBTQ ordination. In both the second and third papers, we see concern for 
LGBTQ people in the midst of a contentious denominational vote, and we also see clergy 
navigating their role as organizational leaders responsible for maintaining legitimacy and 
organizational stability.  
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 I selected the two cases intentionally to capture variation across two dimensions: the 
context or site of the conflict and the broader issue this conflict represents. The Charlottesville 
sample centers upon a community conflict related to race, and the prevalence of this issue in 
sermons provides further evidence that clergy are community leaders who are engaged in and 
responsive to local issues (Djupe and Olson 2007; Niles 2007; Sokhey 2007). Given the 
increased public discourse on racism, and the current debates within religious communities over 
both Christian nationalism (Lee 2021) and critical race theory (e.g., Southern Baptist Convention 
2019), racism and racial inequality will remain significant issues facing clergy. As a result, it will 
be important to continue to investigate clergy discussions of race. In the past year, police 
brutality and Black Lives Matter protests likely sparked clergy discussions of race across the 
U.S.; however, the importance of the community level suggests the frequency and depth of the 
discussions would be higher in cities where police brutality occurred and/or where protests were 
larger or more sustained than in other areas. My paper finds evidence for high levels of clergy 
speech about race following a racial (in this case, racist) event in their city, but future empirical 
research could take a comparative approach to test this hypothesis across different areas. More 
broadly, this analysis contributes to sociological analyses of how elites and institutions offer 
racial frameworks, which is important to our understanding of how racism and racial inequality 
persist today. Racial ideologies are grounded in racialized organizations (Ray 2019), and 
segregated churches discussing racism are certainly an important site to analyze racial rhetoric. 
To provide a different but similarly relevant starting point, the United Methodist sample 
captures sermons responding to a denominational conflict over homosexuality. Just as clergy 
have been concerned about racial justice for half a century, mainline Protestant denominations 
and congregations have been debating homosexuality, specifically same sex marriage and 
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LGBTQ ordination, for decades (Cadge 2002; Olson, Djupe, and Cadge 2011). Clergy who serve 
in denominations and are thus credentialed by them are attuned to denominational conflicts. 
However, their roles as organizational leaders may make them hesitant to speak up about 
controversial issues (Djupe and Olson 2013; Olson and Cadge 2002). As the second and third 
papers demonstrate, UMC clergy in this sample are willing to engage with denominational 
debates in ways that can be direct about their opposition but also reflect pragmatic concerns. 
In particular, this analysis also shows how organizational leaders, clergy, respond to 
organizational decisions with which they disagree. Religious organizations have complex 
organizational structures, and clergy are leaders who are accountable to multiple contexts. In the 
second paper, we see how clergy navigate their role as organizational leaders when responding to 
denominational conflict. In the third paper, I highlight clergy who defy organizational control by 
rejecting the rules of the UMC related to same sex marriage and LGBTQ inclusion. Rather than 
conforming to the expectations of their institutions, this subsample of clergy actively reject and 
defy the rules of their denominations by drawing on other sources of authority. Though a small 
sample, this analysis provides a different source of evidence for the declining significance of 
denominationalism (Wuthnow 1988) and for clergy shifting authority away from the 
denomination. Rather than assuming conformity to institutional rules or a schism, this analysis 
contributes an understanding of how organizational leaders respond in a range of ways to 
ongoing organizational conflict. Not only is this pattern significant for religious organizations, 
but it also demonstrates how organizational leaders in complex and global organizations navigate 
issues of control, authority, and shifting public opinion. 
These projects also illuminate the strengths and weaknesses of using sermons as a data 
source, particularly publicly available sermons. By beginning with a constructed sample of 
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congregations, I was able to systematically gather sermons according to location (Charlottesville, 
VA) or denominational affiliation (UMC). Additionally, I could identify which congregations I 
was undercounting because sermons were not available online. The main strength of this data 
source is that it enabled me to collect sermons from my focal dates for each case in real time. As 
a result, publicly available sermons are particularly useful in timely cases because they capture 
clergy’s immediate responses with minimal delay in data collection. 
With this approach, an important limitation is that I am missing congregations that do not 
have a web presence and do not post their worship services online. These strengths and 
limitations are comparable to other analyses of the rapidly expanding data posted online 
(Salganik 2018). Analyses such as this one demonstrates the value in being able to see what 
people, particularly leaders, say about social issues, but they require careful consideration of who 
is missing in the sample. In this case, we would expect congregations without an online presence 
to also differ in ways that shape their public speech, such as size, budget, community type, and 
number of clergy. To account for this bias, future work can consider other ways to supplement 
sermon data, such as collecting additional data using another method or asking pastors for copies 
of their sermons from the focal weeks. However, publicly available sermons have the advantage 
of being immediately available in large numbers. 
More broadly, sermons are a useful lens into how clergy discuss social issues in public 
ways with their congregations. Clergy likely discuss issues differently with their congregants 
than they would during an anonymous research interview, and their comments likely differ even 
between an adult education class and a sermon. Since not all worship attendees also attend adult 
education sessions or congregational meetings (Djupe and Olson 2013; Neiheisel, Djupe, and 
Sokhey 2009), sermons represent one of the most direct times clergy communicate with 
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congregants. At the same time, however, there are certain issues clergy will likely avoid in their 
sermons. In the UMC sample, for example, there is a noticeable absence of the prospect of a 
denominational schism in response to the vote. This absence is likely the result of the fear clergy, 
as pragmatic organizational leaders, would have about discussing a possible denominational 
divide from the pulpit. However, now that the UMC is directly considering a schism at their next 
General Conference (UM News 2020), the conversation may become more public as attendees 
seek to understand what is happening. Regardless, it is important to consider how sermons 
capture public speech, which may be more or less useful for different research questions. 
 As a final limitation, analyzing sermons investigates the content of clergy speech, but it 
does not shed light on the effects of clergy speech. When considering clergy public speech, we 
can consider exposure, or the messages and views expressed within religious communities, and 
adoption, or whether or not listeners adopt those views and change their opinions on issues 
(Djupe and Calfano 2019). Investigating the content of clergy speech provides important insight 
for analyses of how listeners are exposed to political and controversial messages from the pulpit. 
Rather than relying on retrospective data from clergy on whether and how often they have 
addressed issues from the pulpit (Djupe and Gilbert 2003, 2008; Guth et al. 1997) or data from 
congregants on whether they have heard messages from their religious leaders about different 
issues (Brown, Kaiser, and Jackson 2014), sermons capture the full messages clergy share. As a 
result, sermon analyses provide important insight into how clergy discuss different issues that 
can be useful for future experimental research seeking to measure whether and how listeners 
interpret messages from religious leaders (e.g., Djupe and Gwiasda 2010).  
On their own, though, I am unable to tell whether listeners heard these sermons from 
their pastors as calls to action, as thoughtful discussions that expose them to different viewpoints, 
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or as arguments with which they disagree and will ignore. Or, listeners may simply not have 
registered these messages at all as talking about social issues (Djupe and Gilbert 2008). Later 
research should seek to collect contextualized data that incorporates more information about 
clergy, the content of their sermons, and the effects of their messages. As a data source, sermons 
provide an excellent lens into how clergy discuss social issues from the pulpit, but gathering 
additional information about their effects would offer important additional insight. 
In conclusion, considering both exposure and adoption is important to answer the 
overarching question motivating this dissertation work: How does religion both perpetuate 
marginalization and combat inequality? In the context of increasing inequality and persistent 
racism, understanding the range of institutions and leaders contributing to these patterns is 
essential. If religious leaders are sharing messages that explicitly marginalize social groups or 
affirm existing inequalities, as some religious communities and leaders have done throughout 
U.S. history (Kendi and Blain 2021), then capturing the content of their messages provides an 
obvious answer to this question. In the same way, explicit messages against racism and LGBTQ 
exclusion demonstrate a way religious communities combat inequality and social divisions. By 
analyzing how religious leaders discuss social issues, this analysis contributes an important lens 
as to how one significant institution, religion, actively rejects or passively ignores inequality.  
My analyses across these three papers demonstrate that many clergy discuss issues 
related to racism and LGBTQ exclusion in their sermons, but their rhetoric and messages may be 
limited in their impact. Clergy are elites who have the opportunity to share their views with 
listeners and with other leaders. If their proclamations are too vague to potentially shape or 
challenge individual attitudes, though, then their role as moral elites shaping the views of their 
congregants and fighting against inequality and social divisions should be reconsidered (Djupe 
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and Gilbert 2003; Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Guth et al. 1997). Previous analyses of 
clergy influence from both 1971 and 2014 have hinted at this limited role of clergy:  
So long as efforts to arouse the average parish clergymen on such human issues as peace, 
poverty, prejudice, and justice are no more successful than they have been so far, Sunday 
will remain the same: the American silent majority sitting righteously in the pews 
listening to silent sermons. (Stark et al. 1971:121–22) 
 
Religion offers a rather weak challenge to racial inequality when religious bodies and 
individuals frame racial issues in apolitical and non-structural terms. Exposure to 
apolitical racial conversations moves relatively few Whites to challenge a dominant 
ideological worldview that eschews public policy solutions to racial inequality. (Brown et 
al. 2014:308) 
 
The potential for a visionary set of elites equipped with moral authority remains present, but the 
content of clergy speech, at least in these two samples of sermons, suggests their influence 
remains unrealized. 
 More broadly, then, religious organizations as a whole may not be a key site in which 
inequality and ongoing prejudice are challenged. Just as multiracial congregations often do not 
live up to their potential to combat racial divisions (Edwards 2014), the rhetoric of religious 
leaders may not provide a clear voice against inequality and social divisions. Multiple 
organizations, institutions, and social structures actively maintain inequality in the U.S. (Fischer 
et al. 1996; Reskin 2012). Without efforts to disrupt the status quo and challenge individualistic 
understandings of social issues, pervasive structural inequality will persist.  
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Appendix 1: Supplemental Data and Analyses 
 
CHARLOTTESVILLE CLERGY SURVEY 
 To complement the analysis of sermons from Charlottesville, VA (paper 1), I also 
conducted a survey of clergy in Charlottesville. The goal of the survey was to gain a broader 
sample of congregations in Charlottesville; using publicly available sermons restricts my paper 1 
sample of sermons from Charlottesville clergy to only congregations that posted sermons online 
during the focal weeks. As a result, the sample likely underrepresents smaller congregations with 
fewer resources. 
 I began with the population of congregations I created for the sermon collection (N=112 
congregations). Then, I looked through church websites and social media pages to find an email 
address, ideally for the head pastor. If there was not a public email address for the head pastor, I 
used the general email address listed on the website.  
Within the population of 112 congregations, fifteen congregations (13%) did not have 
websites or social media pages with an email address or phone number for the congregation. 
These congregations may not have a web presence, but it is likely these congregations no longer 
operate. Another eleven congregations (10%) did not have any email address available. I called 
each of these congregations, left voicemails, and in some cases used Facebook messages to try to 
collect an email address for the survey. In two of these cases, I received an email address. 
I emailed the survey via Qualtrics to the 88 available email addresses. The email requests 
for participation occurred during August and September of 2020. I sent multiple follow up 
emails requesting participation, assuring participants of the confidentiality of their responses, and 
encouraging them to contact me with questions. In total, 36 participants began the survey, and 31 
respondents completed the majority of the questions. Counting the mostly completed cases, the 
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response rate was 35%. This response rate is comparable or slightly higher than similar surveys 
of clergy (Djupe and Calfano 2012; Djupe and Olson 2013). However, the small population size 
at the outset of this project means that we should interpret these results with caution (N=31). 
With this in mind, I present only a few relevant findings from the survey to complement the 
sermon analysis in paper 1. 
Descriptive Data for Charlottesville Clergy Survey Sample 
The majority of survey respondents are the head clergy person in the congregation or the 
associate clergy person (see Table A1). Only 2 of the respondents identified as lay leaders in the 
congregation, and the 3 remaining clergy were congregational staff members in other roles. 
Similar to the sample of sermons, most of the clergy in this sample are mainline Protestant 
(42%), evangelical (32%), or non-denominational (19%). Most of the congregations are majority 
white and non-Hispanic, with 3 congregations reporting a majority of Black attendees. The 
average size of the congregations in this sample is 311 people, but the responses ranged from 45 
to 2,000 or more people. Similarly, the average congregational budget is around $500,000, but 
there is wide variation (range = $50,000 to $2 million or more). 
Racial Frameworks and Discussions from the Pulpit 
As evidenced in Table A2 and mentioned in the discussion section of paper 1, clergy 
overwhelmingly reported agreeing with the first three of the available solutions to racism: 
repenting of individual-level racism, forming interracial friendships, and overthrowing or 
reforming social institutions. A smaller majority of clergy (65%) also agree that racism will not 
be eliminated until Jesus returns. Only 1 pastor only agreed with the individual-level response, 
repenting of personal prejudice, and disagreed with the others; another pastor agreed only with 
the individual-level response and the statement that racism will only be eliminated by the return 
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of Jesus. Otherwise, the remaining pastors (N=29) reported agreeing somewhat or strongly with 
three or four of the statements as to how to end racism. 
In their responses to which frames they have mentioned in a sermon or a public 
discussion, we see greater variation. 81% of clergy report mentioning individual-level solutions 
to racism in their public speech, and 65% of clergy report mentioning the relational response of 
forming interracial relationships. Despite the general agreement that ending racism will require 
systemic reform, only 42% of clergy report mentioning this argument in their public speech.  
In the analysis of sermons in paper 1, I find little discussion of structural solutions to 
racism and racial divisions. The survey provides tentative additional evidence to confirm this 
finding: fewer than half of the clergy in this survey sample report mentioning a structural 
response in their sermons, even if they agree with this solution. 
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Table A1: Descriptive Data for Charlottesville Clergy Sample (N=31) 
Measure Count Percentage 
Survey Respondent   
     Head clergy person 25 81% 
     Associate clergy person 1 3% 
     Other 5 16% 
Religious Tradition   
     Mainline Protestant 13 42% 
     Evangelical Protestant 10 32% 
     Catholic 1 3% 
     Other Christian 1 3% 
     Not affiliated with a denomination 6 19% 
Congregational Composition   
     >50% of the congregation is white, non-Hispanic 25 81% 
     >50% of the congregation is Black 3 10% 
     >50% of the congregation is 60 years or older 14 45% 
     >50% of the congregation is female 26 84% 
     >50% of the congregation has a college or 4-year degree 15 48% 
  Mean SD 
Number of regular participants 309 422 
Congregational Budget (recent fiscal year) $504, 612 $507,976  











sermon or public 
discussion 
Framework* Count Percentage Count Percentage 
To end racism in the U.S., individuals need to 
repent of any prejudice in their own hearts. 31 100% 25 81% 
To end racism in the U.S., individuals need to 
prioritize forming interracial relationships. 29 94% 20 65% 
To end racism in the U.S., we need to overthrow 
or reform social institutions. 29 94% 13 42% 
Racism will not be eliminated until Jesus Christ 
returns. 20 65% 10 32% 
*Respondents could agree with and report mentioning multiple frameworks. 
 
 
